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ABSTRACT 

This study investigates the digital lifeworlds of rural and urban 13- to 18-year old young people 

in an African, specifically Nigerian, context. Children and young people’s digital lifeworlds 

and practices with technology in the global North is well researched and documented. By 

contrast, research focusing on their counterparts, particularly pre-teens’ and teenagers’ digital 

practices and participation in Africa is still largely limited and exploratory; and the field 

underdeveloped. This is more so despite the important role played by digital communication 

technologies in children and young people’s everyday life. Privileging the use of a mixed-

methods approach, this study conducted 16 focus group discussions with 175 participants and 

a survey of 380 respondents in public and private schools sampled across two of Nigeria’s 

major geopolitical zones. Supported by the child-centred approach and the domestication 

framework by Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992), the study provides a multi-layered 

portrait of the ways in which Nigerian teens access, understand, work and play with and 

negotiate the digital technologies that are available to them. The study also broadly pays 

attention to how young people constitute their digital lives and the role played by contextual 

dynamics and community networks such as family, school and others. It was found that young 

people in Nigeria have a considerable access to and are predominantly using mobile phones 

and the Internet (via the ‘mobile internet’). However, this did not preclude the divides and 

marginalities between children from dissimilar social backgrounds. Teens’ significant 

outcomes with technology mostly centre around the need for communication and interaction 

with friends first, and then family. They also primarily use technology to cultivate and maintain 

their peer culture, for self-care, dealing with mental wellbeing, and as a critical resource for 

education and information-seeking. Nigerian children’s digital practices are substantially 

shaped and at the same time undermined by various mediators or digital gatekeepers. These 

include parents, teachers, guardians and older adults who are presented mostly as prohibitors 

and moral panic mongers. Issues such as the absence of digital literacy and skill on the part of 

the children, their parents and teachers also limit the teens’ agency and digital opportunities 

and result in unchecked risks such as access to pornography, meeting online with 

strangers/online grooming, distractions, identity issues/negative role modelling. Moreover, the 

opportunities and benefits of technology in children’s lives remain precarious, stratified and 

complex. This study attempts to place children’s digital lifeworlds in its wider socio-spatial 

context and experience, contributing an important dimension to children’s digital practices, 

especially as there exists a resonant paucity of and apathy towards research and scholarship in 

children and media studies in Africa. Techno-shaming children into silence, fear, scepticism, 

guilt or moral panic is a common, but flawed strategy. Instead, it is suggested that government, 

schools and families should reconsider the precarious subjective-subordinate and marginalised 

position of young people and allow them the agency to contribute to decisions relating to their 

digital lives. Adult decision makers must focus on expanding Nigerian teens’ digital 

opportunities and rights. There is equally the need to develop resources that might help 

empower parents, families and adults by providing knowledge of the opportunities and risks of 

the digital age. 

 

Keywords: digital technologies; children (teens); agency; practices; digital gatekeepers; 

domestication and appropriation 
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PROLOGUE 

A self-reflexive note—from intrigue to research 

In Miranda July's film You, Me and Everyone We Know (2005), a young child, Robby, is 

initiated into and then takes over a "chat" from his big brother with an anonymous respondent 

who (we later find out) turns out to be an older woman. In unsupervised experiences online, 

and through cutting and pasting text, the young child effectively teaches himself to "write" 

and manages to "seduce" the chat respondent. —Sefton-Green, 2006, p.279. 

The year was 2015, and it was one of those mornings I woke up late – not intentionally – but 

because I had once again turned in late the previous night. However, I was thankful that this 

was a Saturday and that meant I didn’t have to run off to work as always. I was thankful that I 

had the day to myself – to rest and to catch my breath from the work I had brought home 

from the office the previous day. I had lazily gone down to my favourite corner shop to get 

some beverage since I had woken up very hungry. I had hardly placed my order when I 

noticed him. He was walking towards the corner shop, left hand in pocket, the right one on 

his ear, speaking animatedly to someone on the phone – the phone placed tightly and 

impeccably on his right ear. At first, I became quite amused as I keenly watched as he 

elegantly trotted towards the shop. A few inches away from the entrance of the shop, he 

stopped. He finished his call and proceeded to edge closer to the front of the shop. Once I had 

made sure the little girl who kept the shop had taken my order, I turned to him.  

His name was Ugochukwu, nine, and he was doing his Grade Four. He lived close-by with 

his parents and two younger siblings. When I asked, he told me that the phone was his, 

bought for him by his dad, and that he had just got off the phone with his mom. Politely, I 

asked for the phone. It was a small phone; it did not browse the Internet. The last call contact 

showed “My wife”. I started to have a panic attack and I quickly asked Ugochukwu who his 

supposed “wife” was. He laughed, trotted around with hands in the right pocket of his shorts, 

and said it was his mom. I didn’t believe him. He told me, still smiling impishly, that I could 

call back the number if I wanted, to confirm. On seeing the honesty and innocence in his 

bright, amused eyes, I believed him. I asked him questions that ranged from who bought 

airtime for him, if his parents and school encouraged him to use other digital devices such as 

computer and the Internet, etc.  His parents and school encouraged these things. Most of his 

classmates also had phones and personal computers, although they were not allowed to bring 
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these to school. They use them nevertheless for assignments. When I asked if this was 

because his school was not a public school, he wasn’t sure how to respond; he however was 

quick to say that his other friends from other privately-owned schools were disposed to using 

digital devices as well. Ugochukwu came across as a happy kid, so full of exuberance, wit 

and raw intelligence.  

 

My brief encounter and chat with Ugochukwu intrigued me and left me thinking for weeks. It 

would be the first time I would see a lad as young as him not just brandish a mobile phone of 

his own in public, but equally show adeptness at using it. Even if I had a faint idea before 

then that children as young as he was used mobile phones independently, in my mind, this did 

not go beyond mere use for play, as toy, and nothing more. I had no extravagant imaginations 

such as the possibility of parents and schools encouraging their little kids to use these 

devices. In my mind already framed by socio-cultural and socio-economic realities of 

Nigeria, this possibility did not come easily to me. Days and weeks after, my encounter with 

Ugochukwu, who by the now, had become my little friend, would become such strong poser 

and one which constantly drew my mind to the promise of researching on the everyday 

practices of children with digital media, how they negotiate childhood with technology and 

who the gatekeepers and mediators are – parents, schools, teachers, peers, adults – that 

underpin this engagement.  

 

It came as no surprise then that when I was faced with the task of putting together a research 

proposal for a doctoral place in a British university months later, the appealing image of 

Ugochukwu and other children like him and their phones and digital gadgets would help me 

flesh out a research topic on digital media and children in Nigeria – a scarce and under-

researched area as far as new media scholarship in Nigeria is concerned. More so, I became 

curious to find out what the significant outcomes are in children’s technology use, in addition 

to questions of agency made possible by digital affordances. Although I have now settled for 

a higher age cohort – teenagers aged 13 to 18 years – than the age bracket of children like 

Ugochukwu for this present research, and in a non-British university as well, the research 

idea remains largely the same in terms of its ambition and research problem. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction 

 

Overview 

This introductory chapter sets the tone for this study and foregrounds the field of study and 

current discourses around the area of study in relation to an already existing body of work. It 

also delineates the specific issue within the field that this study looks at. The chapter equally 

highlights the motivations for the study and answers the ‘so what’ question in light of the 

theoretical context and background. Importantly, a number of key concepts specific to this 

study and its framework are critically engaged with and clarified. The general as well as the 

specific research questions are raised following the research motivation. The chapter ends 

with a conclusion and an outline of the structure of the entire study – detailing the content of 

specific chapters, including how each chapter contributes towards this study’s overall 

architecture. 

Background to the study 

Digitalisation, much like globalisation and urbanisation, has already changed the world. The 

rapid proliferation of information communication technologies (ICTs) is an unstoppable 

force, touching virtually every sphere of modern life, from economies to societies to culture, 

and shaping everyday life (UNICEF, 2017). Among educators, communication scholars, 

sociologists, and economists, there is a common consensus that the development and 

diffusion of ICTs is having a profound effect on modern life (Warschauer & Matuchniak, 

2010). As a result, it is commonplace to describe this age and time as the information age or 

knowledge economy era (Castells, 1996).  

 

The world is a product of the revolutions it has undergone, whether social, industrial, or 

developmental (Fernandes, Jagdale, Fernandes & Fernandes, 2007), and the digital 

transformation currently being experienced in dramatic degrees is only the latest of these 

revolutions after the agricultural revolution of the 18th century and industrial revolution of 

the 19th century. It has become increasingly evident that new media technologies, otherwise 

precisely known as digital media or digital technologies have changed and have continued to 

disrupt the way that everyday life, relationships, and communication are negotiated and 

experienced. For the general human population across boundaries and spaces, digital media 
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technologies such as the Internet, computers, mobile phones, and social media continue to 

open up possibilities that were hitherto non-existent. These include: advancing learning, 

knowledge and information sharing, offering interactive, one-to-many and many-to-many 

communications across multimedia platforms, fostering business relations, creating job 

opportunities, enhancing health information seeking and medical effectiveness, and 

advancing the frontiers of political communication, to mention only a few. 

In all this, young people have been identified as playing a key role in the global adoption of 

digital media, even in developing economies (Woolsey & Woolsey, 2008). While 

technologies such as mobile phones were originally constructed to serve as avenues for 

business people and corporates to interact easily (Ling & Haddon, 2008, p.137), digital 

technologies seem to have been organically ‘hijacked’ by children and young people. As a 

result of their curiosity, playfulness and wide exploration of digital technologies, digital and 

multimedia technologists have continued to improve on their offerings, thereby opening up 

the frontiers of digital media infrastructure. Woolsey and Woolsey (2008, p.129) posit that 

“the conventions of instant messaging and texting that youth have developed serve as models 

for the development of general communications systems, and youth’s playful participation in 

social spaces […] provide models for all of social computing.”  

Hence, with the increasing and taken-for-granted proliferation of digital media, today, young 

people have become the primary demographic that is immersed in the use of digital media 

technologies. Firstly, this is as a result of their being born into an increasingly ubiquitous 

digital media environment. Children are inclined, more than any other generation, to the use 

of new technologies as they grow. Young people have become, for most scholars, the most 

media literate of any generation, most connected and plugged in, most technology savvy and 

most receptive digital media users (Dodge, Barab, Stuckey, Warren, Heinselt & Stein, 2008; 

Loubser, 2012). Expectedly, children and youth are envisaged as the most active and 

innovative users of new communication technologies (Jones and Fox, 2009; Jung, Lin & 

Kim, 2012). Secondly, this is based on what Woolsey and Woolsey (2008, p.128) and similar 

scholars have called “playful engagement”. Playful engagement is used to suggest that 

children’s tendency to play and explore puts them in an almost comfortable and natural 

position to organically engage with technology on their own, in ways that make adults left 

behind and unable to catch up. 
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The younger generation has often been colloquially described as the Digital Natives 

(Prensky, 2001), the Millennials, the Net Generation (Tapscott, 1998; Bittman, Rutherford, 

Brown & Unsworth, 2011), Generation M (Coyne, Padilla-Walker & Howard, 2013), 

Netizens, Cyberkids, etc. They hold a perceived position that is contrasted with the digital 

immigrants (Prensky, 2001) or as Beavis (2013, p.39) calls them, “technologically clumsy or 

uncomfortable older generation” – describing parents, teachers and other adults who are not 

like children, born into the digital media age (Prensky, 2001). It must however be noted that 

these colloquial terms used for describing children and adults in the digital age have been 

adjudged as problematic by scholars; for instance, Livingstone (2018) has referred to them as 

myths associated with generational power hierarchy between children and adults in the digital 

age. Others argue that young people are thus characterised as a monolithic group with 

universal talent to manage digital media and does not account for their different age groups, 

skills and motivations (Plowman & McPake, 2013; Beavis, 2013; Correa, 2015; Correa, 

2016).  

These contestations notwithstanding, the role of digital technologies in children’s lives are 

increasingly becoming undeniable and evidenced in research and scholarly debates. Research 

evidence indicates that using the Internet, especially the World Wide Web and other new 

technologies such as video games and computers, has become a daily routine for many 

children and adolescents in many parts of the world (Vandewater & Lee, 2009; Cai & Zhao, 

2010; Jung, et al., 2012; Livingstone & Bulger, 2013; van der Merwe, 2013). In developed 

countries like the United States, more than 95% of teenagers and young people (18 to 33 

years old) use the Internet, but this percentage decreases to 52% for people older than 65 

(Correa, 2016, p.123). These new technologies provide opportunities to communicate, access 

entertainment, socialise, enhance learning and information seeking, and keep in touch with 

the outside world in ways that were not previously possible.  

Research into children’s access to and use of digital technologies has no doubt become a 

burgeoning subject of interest. Further, intense concern as well as opportunity for action, 

which requires the global community to work collectively to ensure that digital technologies 

can be fully utilised to deliver on children’s protection and participation rights, has risen in 

intensity (Third, Bellerose, Diniz De Oliveira, Lala & Theakstone, 2017).  
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As overwhelming as the affordances of digital media technologies are, especially for the 

global North2, it remains largely unclear how children – especially pre-teens and adolescents 

in the global South3 – are catching up with the rest of their peers in the global arena (Pfeiffer, 

Kleeb, Mbelwa & Ahorlu, 2014). Although current research evidence suggests the increasing 

penetration and diffusion of digital technologies in global South contexts such as Africa; this 

notwithstanding, there is little that is known about the digital experiences of younger 

demography of youth – preteens and teenagers – in the continent.  Moreover, there is a scant 

body of work produced by indigenous scholars on new media and young people within Africa 

as some of the few existing studies have an outsider perspective since they originate from 

foreign authors or international youth and children organisations. Quite a substantial amount 

of research spanning well over two decades has addressed issues of access and use of digital 

media by children in many parts of the world, evidencing the significant place occupied by 

digital media in children’s lives.  

 

Even so, there is a growing body of knowledge that has shown a flip side to this: the reality of 

digital divides to access, use and outcomes of digital technologies among youth and other 

demographics. In recent years, the digital divide thesis has become fluid by moving beyond 

first-level digital divide occasioned by differences in access and connection, to include 

second-level divides occasioned by differences in skills, experience, social support, 

autonomy of use as well as types and patterns of usage (d’Haenens, Koeman & Saeys, 2007; 

Hargittai, 2010) and then to the third-level which focuses on the beneficial outcomes of 

Internet use (Scheerder, van Deursen & van Dijk, 2017). Uncovering the black-box of how 

children in both rural, urban and peri-urban areas in African countries such as Nigeria are 

negotiating access, perceptions, outcomes, mediations/restrictions and identity in their daily 

practices and shared lived experience with digital technologies, deserves some scholarly 

attention. This is achieved through the application of both qualitative and quantitative 

methods of sampling, data collection, analysis and presentation. The sampling for the focus 

groups and surveys were spread across Nigeria’s major geopolitical zones and comprised of 

                                                 

2According to the United Nations, the term “North” refers to the more developed regions or developed 

countries. The more developed regions include Europe and Northern America, Australia, New Zealand and 

Japan. 

 
3 The term “South” refers to the less developed regions or developing countries in Africa, Central and Latin 

America, and most of Asia. These terms are used for statistical convenience and do not necessarily express a 

judgment about the stage reached by a particular country or area in the development process. (UNICEF, 2012) 

cited in Livingstone (2016, p.8). 
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junior and senior high school children aged 13 to 18 in urban, peri-urban and rural locations – 

to exert some degree of representativeness and generalisability. This study is significant in 

that, among other things, it provides insights into the digital lifeworlds and practices of rural 

and urban children – an under-researched field in Nigerian and wider African scholarship. 

Rationale of the study 

Children are an important unit of all populations. In the digital age, they have become even 

more critical audiences. Hence, it is important that issues surrounding their development – 

social, psychological and physical – be given utmost attention not just by parents or teachers 

or government, but also researchers and scholars. Childhood or the period of adolescence is 

one of the most creative periods of children’s lives, and since it is becoming increasingly 

clear that they live in a media-saturated and ‘gadgeted’ world, questions of media 

socialisation and the extent and nature of the adoption, adaptation and appropriation of 

technology remain pivotal areas of research.  

 

In articulating the rationale of this study, the study begs the question “what is this study a 

case of?” (Luker, 2008, pp.131-138). In answering the question, it is assumed that the study is 

located within the broader field of media and children’s development. More so, it is located 

within childhood studies which became a recognised field of enquiry over the last two 

decades with developments in education and the social sciences. The field offers the potential 

for interdisciplinarity that can contribute to a paradigm shift wherein new ways of looking at 

children could be researched and theorised (Kehily, 2008). Following the critical relevance of 

childhood studies, this study draws on the theoretical support and assumptions of approaches 

such as the new sociology of childhood and domestication or technology appropriation 

theory.  

 

Personally, and broadly, the interest in dealing with the topic of adolescent children’s 

engagement with digital technologies stems strongly from the sheer curiosity to examine if, 

how, and the extent to which children in rural and urban spaces in Nigeria are engaging with 

digital life. Nigeria is one of the African countries in which the Internet and digital media 

penetration is at an all-time high. Internet penetration in Nigeria as at December 2017 stood 

at 50.2% (Internet World Stats, 2018) and the country accounts for 27.4% of Internet 

penetration in Africa, making her top in Internet penetration in the continent (IT News Africa, 

2017). The increasing penetration and diffusion of technology and Internet infrastructure such 
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as mobile phones, computers, and social media among different populations in the country 

has become quite evident in research and official statistics. However, there is little that is 

known and documented on the everyday practices and patterns regarding children’s 

engagement with digital technologies in the country. 

Children and young people’s digital lifeworlds and practices with digital technologies in the 

global North arena is well-known, researched and documented. By contrast, research 

focusing on their counterparts in the global South, particularly teens’ and pre-teens’ digital 

practices and participation in Africa, is still limited and exploratory; mostly undocumented 

and the field quite underdeveloped. This presents a huge research, policy and opportunity gap 

as it is important that children’s digital lifeworlds be placed in their wider socio-spatial 

contexts and experiences (Ergler, Kearns, Witten & Potter, 2016). There is very little in 

Africa, and nearly no documented comparable studies in Nigeria, which look across the 

important population of pre-teens and teens and their new media practices. Among other 

things, what is lacking in literature and in most parts of Africa in particular, is an 

understanding of how new media practices are embedded in a broader socio-cultural, socio-

economic and socio-psychological ecology. Third et al. (2017, p.14) agree that “there is still a 

paucity of reliable data about children’s digital practices that can support effective policy, 

education and programmes, particularly in the global South.” 

This study addresses the practices and experience of teens with digital technologies in rural 

and urban spaces in Nigeria through a mixed methods approach. Based on the new sociology 

of childhood research tradition from which this study draws, a child-centred approach to 

studies around children and the media was taken. In the new sociology of childhood for 

instance, little attention is paid to the media (Critcher, 2008) since the paradigm is in 

contradistinction to the agelong focus on media commentaries and coverage of negative 

effects of media on children. By intentionally bracketing the negative impact of digital 

technologies on children, this study investigates their everyday and collective lived reality 

with technologies, in recognition of not only their agency as full human beings, but as having 

autonomy and rights.  

Echoing the above standpoint, Swist, Collin, McCormack and Third (2015) argue that there is 

a tendency in much of the popular and scholarly debate to focus on the risks and fears 

associated with the rapid development of technology, and there is now a need to shift focus 
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from the concerns and discomforts of children’s technology use to a socio-cultural paradigm 

that is more encompassing. The value of such an approach in a study of this nature, “lies in 

hearing their voices directly” (Haddon & Livingstone, 2014, p.39).  

In Africa, young people constitute the majority of the population, yet their voices, views and 

visions are rarely heard and taken seriously by the adult population since they continue to be 

viewed with suspicion and as being both vulnerable and disruptive (de Boeck & Honwana, 

2005). In light of this, this study supported by both the child-centred approach and the 

domestication or technology appropriation framework, identifies the ways in which Nigerian 

children constitute their digital lives, their preferences and perceptions of and outcomes with 

technology, as well as how they negotiate power relations with institutional actors and 

stakeholders such as parents, guardians and teachers. As a point of departure from the 

original focus of domestication by Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992) which is the 

domestic sphere, this study extends the social space to include not just the home (family 

setting), but also schools, and other private spaces where children hang out with peers; all 

within the broader spatial categorisations of urban, semi-urban and rural contexts in Nigeria. 

Conceptual framework 

This section pays attention to a contemplation of a number of concepts which are germane to 

this study. These terms and concepts warrant critical engagement for understanding the 

context in which they are used within the present study. 

Children 

The terms child, adolescent, teenager and youth are frequently, interchangeably used in many 

parts of the world to represent young people. While they often refer to the same thing, the 

term is differentiated from context to context.  

Childhood and youth are broad, connected but dissimilar concepts. Both terms are generally 

fluid and have constantly changed over time to accommodate changes in research and policy. 

These changes are predicated upon differences in demographic, financial, economic and 

socio-cultural settings. For this reason, it is further important that these terms are defined 

since the boundaries of researching children and youth are becoming increasingly diverse and 

lucid. Definitions of youth and children often reveal the tensions and moral panics associated 
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with previous and current studies around intersection of children, mainstream media and new 

media.  

However, an anxiety has been raised by researchers in the field of children and media studies 

about the difficulty in categorising children and youth who fall between age groups that float 

between childhood and early adulthood. For instance, Livingstone & Bovill (1999) in their 

report argue that: 

There is no single term in the English language to cover people aged between 

infancy and adulthood. Shall we call them children? Young people? Teenagers? 

Youth? Kids? Minors? Lacking any consistently appropriate solution to this very 

real problem of status ambiguity, we generally use the term 'children and young 

people', or just one or the other of these depending on the end of the age range 

being referred to. The concept of the child, or the young person, has a tendency 

also to homogenise those within this category… (1999, p.26). 

From post-1950 literature and the consequent emergence of ‘youth culture’ and ‘youth 

media’, the difference between childhood, adolescence, teenage-hood and youth, became 

clearer and more urgent. The United Nations (1989) Convention on the Rights of the Child 

states that a child is any person under the age of eighteen. Specifically, the United Nations 

Children’s Emergency Fund (UNICEF) has for its purposes identified childhood as that stage 

of life experienced by any person between birth and 15 years. Childhood has thus been 

identified as a stage of life associated with chronological age, located between infancy and 

youth, and including adolescence (Burke, 2004). Adolescence is a period of transition 

between childhood and adulthood – one in which the young person is no longer considered a 

child and is neither considered an adult. According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), 

adolescent phase is the period young people develop their adult identity, move toward 

physical and psychological maturity, and become somewhat economically independent.  

Going further, the adolescent age is defined by UNICEF (2011) as the period in human 

growth and development that occurs after childhood and before adulthood, from ages 10 to 

19. Teen age is that significant period between childhood, adolescence and adulthood. Teen

age therefore is defined in this study as that period that exists between the end of childhood 

through to the early stage of adulthood (13 to 18 years). With reference to youth, the United 

Nations has described youth as those persons between the ages of 15 and 24 without 

prejudice to other definitions by member states. Youth is understood as a period of transition 

from the dependence of childhood to independence of adulthood. The point to note is that 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

29  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

contrary to a universalist or essentialist view of childhood which prioritises biology over 

environment in explaining childhood, social conditions and ecology play a part in 

constructing the social and cultural response to childhood (Burke, 2004). Quite recently, the 

necessity to distinguish among these terms had become increasingly crucial as more studies 

around children’s technology use reveal contextualised, complex and peculiar points of 

departure.  

 

The concept of ‘teenagers’ is a recent phenomenon and their socio-cultural ‘presence’ has 

only become pronounced since the 2000s. By this time, teenagers became impossible to avoid 

(Schrum, 2004). They started to be separated from children and adults. They had their 

distinctive dress, habits, and youth culture. Teenagers became defined as thirteen- to 

eighteen-year-olds (Schrum, 2004), and this is the age category that is covered in this study. 

‘Teenager’ is a derivative and subset of the adolescent age. Such terms as “tweenagers”, 

“middle youth”, “kidults” and “adultescents” (Downing, 2011, p.560) further synonymise the 

description of teenagers explored in this study. Although it is recognised that these terms may 

be somewhat complex descriptions, they capture the middle-of-the-road position that 

teenagers exemplify in this present study. Since the age bracket of the study’s population is 

within 13 to 18 years, the actual respondents were sampled from both junior and senior 

secondary school classes. In Nigeria, an average junior secondary school pupil is aged 

between 11 and 14, and an average pupil in the senior cadre is between 15 to 18 years 

(Universal Basic Education Commission, 2010).  

 

I have chosen to use the terms ‘children’, ‘teens’ and ‘young people’ interchangeably 

throughout this study. There is a broad problem in Nigerian society of children being 

misrepresented as “immature” social unit. By contrast, as a public authority on media in 

Nigeria, I wanted to foreground their agency in this study and subsequent publications. From 

a conceptual perspective, children’s agency must be considered as embedded within physical, 

cognitive and parental boundaries (Samman & Santos, 2009). This factor informed the 

decision to focus on young people, aged 13 to 18, who would exercise some autonomy, 

independent capability, the ability to reflect and make rational decisions. 
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The rural and urban dichotomy 

In this study, it is critical to contemplate the dichotomies of rural and urban areas as both 

concepts form an integral aspect of this study. The difference between the urban and rural 

regions has not always been prominent since people had historically lived together without 

the need to delineate. However, as the impact of modernisation and later globalisation, 

continues to sweep across the world, the concept of urbanisation has become a noted 

phenomenon. According to Davoudi & Stead (2002), the history of urbanisation and its 

upward drift began in the Medieval period and did not blossom until after the Industrial 

Revolution. From 1900, Britain became the first society to be considered urbanised.  

 

Today, half of the world’s population are urban dwellers and going by the United Nations 

estimates in 2006 on the spate of urbanisation in developing countries, more people have 

begun to live in urban areas than in rural areas for the first time in history (Davoudi & Stead, 

2002). In many African societies, as urban cities multiply, and economic opportunities 

increase while the same decreases in the rural counterpart, migrations of people and resources 

from the rural regions tend to increase. Conflicts in the rural areas equally escalate these 

migrations for victims and internally displaced persons fleeing local disputes and ethnic wars. 

A good case in point would be some parts of Northern Nigeria where tribal wars and Boko 

Haram insurgencies remain problematic and displace people each time crisis erupts in that 

area. Most poor people in Africa and Asia live in so-called “rural” areas (UK DFID, n.d).  

 

The difficulty has been noted in dichotomising the rural from the urban because of the 

increasingly blurred lines between the two regions as a result of economic development and 

modernisation in post-colonial Africa. First, Davoudi & Stead (2002) talk about “the concept 

of rural-urban relationships” (p.1). They argue that the concept challenges the longstanding 

and persistent dichotomy and promotes an integrated conception of cities and countryside 

based on both their spatial and functional interdependencies. They further argue that the 

concept challenges the longstanding and persistent dichotomy and promotes an integrated 

conception of cities and countryside based on both their spatial and functional 

interdependencies.  

 

Stressing the notion of urban-rural relationships, Geschiere & Gugler (1998) pointed out the 

interrelations between urbanisation and the rural geographies in Africa. They highlight the 

continuing commitment of many urbanites to ‘the village’ – a source of power in the politics 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

31 University of Cape Town, South Africa 

of belonging. They argue that in some African settings, the rural region provides a necessary 

social security for urbanites by serving as means of food production, preservation of wealth, 

burial, and for retirement purposes when people become old. Gugler (1997) cited in 

Geschiere and Gugler (1998) described such involvement with rural roots using the example 

of the Igbo people in South-Eastern Nigeria, as “living in a dual system”. The Igbo tribe in 

south-eastern part of Nigeria interestingly is one of the field areas in which this study is 

based.  

Some scholars have argued the lack of precision in defining both rural and urban concepts 

(Mougeot, 2000; Dahly & Adair, 2007). However, in operationalising the terms for this 

study, we focus on definitions offered by Chigbu (2013), Tacoli (1998) and the UK DFID 

(n.d) as being close to descriptions of rural and urban exemplified in the Southern and 

Northern parts of Nigeria explored. Chigbu (2013, p.815) define rural areas simply as land-

spaces with culturally defined identity; situated within a place statutorily recognised as non-

urban; and occupied by settlers predominantly depending on primary sources of labour for 

their livelihood. This definition includes places of traditional living that have not been 

socially, geographically or statutorily marked as either urban, peri-urban or fringe (Chigbu, 

2013b).  

For Tacoli (1998), rural and urban populations are usually defined by residence in settlements 

above or below a certain size. Here, agriculture is assumed to be the principal activity of rural 

populations whereas urban dwellers are thought to engage primarily in industrial production 

and services. Commenting on the difficulty in defining both spatial categories, especially for 

Africa and Asia, the UK DFID (n.d) it this way: 

Urban and rural areas have distinct characteristics but are not clear-cut. There is a 

huge variety of settlements in rural and urban areas. Locations cannot be easily 

divided into ‘urban’ and ‘rural’. Urban settlements range in size from mega-cities 

to small urban centres. At the same time, rural settlements include large villages, 

hamlets, scattered homesteads, and seasonal or nomadic camps. The boundaries 

between urban and rural areas have become increasingly blurred over time as 

settlements have changed and spread. 

However, Furuholt and Kristiansen (2007) underline the notion of the rural-urban divide and 

differentiate the two geographical regions in terms of their infrastructural, socio-economic, 

demographic, and cultural variances. By focusing on a developing country, their analyses 

suggest that the observable differences in terms of locational conditions, financial status, 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

32  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

gender, informal economy (Agriculture), educational background, reveal the digital divide 

that exist in some urban and rural spaces in Tanzania and other parts of Africa by extension.  

 

The specificities of the earlier mentioned difficulty in differentiating the rural and urban 

spaces and the increasing blurred line between the two spatial categories, are manifested in 

various ways in this study especially with regards to the various kinds of children 

encountered during the study. First, some of the children are encouraged to migrate to urban 

areas in search of educational and business opportunities, employments, apprenticeships, etc, 

and at the same time maintain close ties with their ‘roots’ (home). For this reason, some of 

them live with godparents or guardians and relatives in the cities and peri-urban areas away 

from their immediate families in rural or other remote, fringe areas. The reason for this is 

rooted in the child fosterage practices found within many cultures in Nigeria. The second 

scenario is exemplified in the increased spate of urbanisation, economic development and 

commercial activities in the rural areas. These activities have seen many hitherto rural areas 

in Nigeria rapidly transform into peri-urban centres. Rural areas are therefore changing in 

response to technology and globalisation, and this makes it difficult to provide an all-

encompassing definition of the term (Chigbu, 2013, p.815). This also implies that many 

places in Sub-Saharan Africa are not fully rural; but are rural with some urban character 

(Chigbu, 2013).  

 

As urban populations continue to expand, this complexity is therefore pronounced by the 

emergence of peri-urban areas, slums and the fringe (remote) areas. While peri-urban areas 

are areas around the outskirts of towns and cities which are neither typically urban nor rural 

but with characteristics of both and often suffer from administrative negligence, slums are 

informal or low-income settlements with poor human living conditions where the quality of 

dwelling varies from shacks to permanent structures, while access to basic services is limited 

(UK DFID, n.d). Consequently, the third scenario is one in which the children and their 

parents, relatives and guardians live within the peri-urban areas and go to work or school in 

the central urban centres. Unfortunately, most development studies (theory and practise) have 

tended to focus on either urban or rural areas as very separate entities with no consideration 

of the interrelations, interdependences and complexities existing between the two and which 

then gives room to other subtypes as peri-urban, slums, and fringe areas (Chigbu, 2013).  
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Digital technology 

Digital technology – as part of the process of digitalisation – began to surface nearly seven 

decades ago. During this time, American engineers and scientists were advancing research on 

mathematical concepts earlier proposed by Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz – a 17th century 

German mathematician. Digitalisation has been defined as ‘the sociotechnical process of 

applying digitising techniques to broader social and institutional contexts that render digital 

technologies infrastructural’ (Tilson, Lyytinen, & Sørensen, 2010, p.749, referenced in Autio, 

Nambisan, Thomas & Wright, 2018). This made possible technologies that enable vast 

amounts of information to be compressed on small storage devices that could be easily 

preserved and shared. Digitalisation ensures the possibility of creating digital affordances that 

could have a transformative effect on the manner that digital technologies are used, such as 

their appropriation by young people. 

In defining digital technology, Livingstone, Nandi, Banaji & Stoilova (2017) focus on mobile 

phones, tablets, laptops and games, consoles and other online, networked and mobile digital 

media. Ergler, Kearns, Witten and Potter (2016) allude to smartphones, tablet computers and 

digital cameras as the most common technologies used by children in the global North. On 

their part, Klopfer, Osterweil, Groff & Haas (2009) listed simulations, digital gaming, and 

social networking technologies as digital technologies common for new learning.  Such 

technologies may help to convey concepts in new ways that would otherwise not be possible, 

efficient, or effective with other instructional methods. Aabø (2005, p.204) from a practical 

viewpoint, characterises “the age of digital technologies” as being mostly about the spread of 

personal computers and the development of the World Wide Web.   

More broadly, some authors offer an extended version of the nuances of digital technologies. 

For instance, Plowman and McPake (2013) refer to digital technologies as devices – such as 

computers and mobile phones – and products or outputs – such as DVDs, websites, games, 

and interactive stories – that are viewed, read, played, or created on these devices. On the 

other hand, Autio, Nambisan, Thomas and Wright (2018) speak about devices such as 

smartphones and sensors, computer software and information systems, and infrastructures 

such as fixed-line and wireless infrastructures, transmission systems, and data and computing 

applications that can be accessed through such infrastructures (e.g., cloud-based services). 

Dictionary.com defines digital technology a bit more aggregately, factoring in the knowledge 

systems of digitalisation and the devices that drive these systems. Here, digital technology is 
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seen as a branch of scientific knowledge, that deals with the creation and practical use of 

digital or computerized devices, methods, systems, etc. 

Given the many facets and complexities of the term, it is crucial that the specific meaning of 

‘digital technology’ in this study is explicated. Digital technologies are categorised as 

products of the aggregate component that is the new media. Often differentiated from the old 

or legacy media, the new media are forms of media that are native to and are operated by 

computers and computer algorithms Popular examples of new media include websites, virtual 

worlds, mobile apps, multimedia, computer games, computer animations. The new media 

technologies that were considered in this study include: computers (laptops and desktops), 

mobile phones, and the Internet (websites and social media). Sometimes collectively called 

information communication technologies (ICTs), digital media or digital media technologies, 

the term ‘digital technologies’ are “part of children’s everyday life and increasingly feature 

within academics’ research practice” (Ergler, Kearns, Witten & Potter, 2016, p.129).  

Livingstone, Nandi, Banaji and Stoilova (2017, p.6) ask: how should scholars, stakeholders 

and practitioners label the expanding and variable array of new or emerging digital 

technologies? They explain: 

This is not just a question of semantics but a matter of inclusiveness, especially 

once we look beyond devices (mobile phones, consoles, tablets, laptops, etc.) or 

services (social networking, health information sites, child helplines) to 

encompass technological infrastructures (databases, communication networks, 

pricing plans and corporate policies). Or, equally thorny in different ways, given 

the still potent teleological and normative assumptions built into the notions of 

child development and international development. 

Practices 

The word ‘practice’ has long been used in contrast to the term ‘theory’ (van Manen, 2007), 

and one of the distinguishing features is that the former is lived forward whereas the latter 

tends to be understood backwards (Gardiner, 1988). In attempting to capture the meaning of 

practices as a key concept in this study, a number of definitions and descriptions of the term 

are attempted.  

Practices are simply forms of bodily activities, forms of mental activities, ‘things’ and their 

use (Reckwitz, 2002). This definition presents the concept of practice as routines that are 

carried out and transmitted by humans. However, they are also susceptible to innovation and 
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change, thereby exhibiting the characteristics of both synchronic and diachronic variation 

(Merchant, 2012). Defining practices as a co-ordinated entity of four interrelated and 

mutually reinforcing components, Strengers (2010) articulates the four features of practise as: 

practical knowledge, common understandings, rules, and material infrastructures, which are 

reproduced at particular moments in time and space. These definitions notwithstanding, it 

was perhaps Schatzki (1997; 2002) who offered a clearer and more widely used account of 

the notion of practice. Schatzki describes it as a set of interwoven activity in a social domain 

or a ‘bundle’ of activities, an organised nexus of actions.  

 

From the foregoing, the human factor is, or should be, at the heart of the notion of practice. 

By focusing on human routines over a particular period and within a particular space, 

practices utilise human knowledges. These involve shared understandings, peculiar rules and 

materiality that is reproduced, further routinised and accepted overtime. Since practices are 

embedded within a community of people, they have been described as “social phenomena 

and participating in them entails immersion in an extensive tissue of coexistence that 

embraces varying sets of people” (Schatzki, 2002, p.87).  

 

While Schatzki’s definition captures several key elements of the concept, it also tends to 

foreground the “nexuses of doings and sayings” (Schatzki 2002) that comprise the 

practicality of the concept. These ‘doings’ and ‘sayings’ further typify practices as “organised 

constellations of material activities performed by multiple people” (Schatzki 2012, p.14). 

Along the same lines, Nicolini (2017) prefers to conceive of practices as regimes of a 

mediated object-oriented performance of organised set of sayings and doings. In this case, the 

term ‘performances practices’ are used when they have a history, social constituency and 

hence, a perceivable normative dimension. By defining practices as performances, Nicolini 

(2017) emphasises that practices only exist to the extent that they are reproduced.  

 

Notwithstanding, Strengers (2010) has argued that practices are often misunderstood as 

relating only to what people do (behaviours), or to what they say about what they do, rather 

than the ways in which these ‘doings and sayings’ are constituted and interconnected. With 

this, Strengers raises an important point about the complexities inherent in studying the 

aggregate practices of diverse people within the same milieu and about the ways their 

interconnectedness could be measured and understood. Wenger’s (1998) Communities of 

practice: Learning, meaning and identity in a review by Graven and Lerman (2003) speaks of 
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practice as a way of talking about shared historical and social resources, frameworks and 

perspectives that sustain mutual engagement in action. 

A common feature shared by the definitions so far is the idea of routinised human behaviours 

and a set of common rules, knowledges, understandings that bind a group of people within a 

space; and these in turn, become a binding force that dispels any previous differences held. In 

further operationalising the notion of practices for the current study, the idea of everyday 

practices of children with technology becomes crucial in underpinning the children-

technology-nexus. Strengers (2010) has used the term ‘everyday practices’ to refer to a 

loosely bundled group of practices which are seemingly inconsequential, inconspicuous and 

mundane, but nonetheless essential to day-to-day lives. While there is no unifying definition 

of a practice among scholars, understanding rural and urban children’s engagement with 

digital technologies through the lens of everyday practices is essential to our understanding of 

the significant outcomes and domestication practices made possible by technology. 

Lived experience 

Lived experiences are forms of normalised and personalised practices within a social group 

or community. Burch (1990, p.132) writes about the origination of the term: 

The locus of phenomenological reflection, its beginning and end, is the 

intelligibility of lived experience. Yet to English speakers the term “lived 

experience” is apt to sound rather odd. Heard in one way, it rings tautological—

what might an experience be if it were not “lived”? Heard in another way, it 

suggests an evaluative stance, perhaps even a “jargon of authenticity”—though 

we all have experiences, only some of these for some of us are truly lived. The 

immediate difficulty is one of translation. The expression “lived experience” does 

not derive from English vernacular but enters our language via phenomenology 

and human science as a deliberate borrowing from philosophical German.  

As a derivative of postmodern critical theory, lived experience is a key part of 

phenomenological research or interpretative phenomenological analysis. As a branch of 

philosophy, phenomenology sees people as being-in-the-world, as subjective experiencing 

individuals (Gallagher & Zahavi, 2008 cited in Leskelä, 2014). As a research method, it is 

interested in covering the subjective, first-person accounts of lived experience that emerge in 

a social world inhabited by other experiencing subjects (Leskelä, 2014). Phenomenology (the 

study of lived experience) provides psychologists and phenomenologists the opportunity to 

get first-hand understandings crucial for their analyses, from the experts – the research 
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participants themselves. In this way, lived experiences has been defined as experience that is 

not second-hand, but that which relates to how an individual perceives, describes, feels, 

judges, remembers, makes sense of, and talks about the experience (Patton, 2002). Similarly, 

van Manen (1990, p.183) describes it as “the way that a person experiences and understands 

his or her world as real and meaningful”. Highlighting the shortcoming of the concept, Yusuf 

(2016) argues that lived experience politicises social problems by situating them in historical 

and cultural contexts but takes it one step further by ignoring historical reality in favour of a 

self-affirmative reality. In this narrow approach, lived experiences defy belief and may ignore 

history. 

 

In the present study, the notion of lived experience is explored, although there is the 

argument that focus groups are not a part of phenomenological research since 

phenomenology requires an individual to describe their experiences in an “uncontaminated” 

way (Bradbury-Jones, Sambrook & Irvine, 2009, p.666), distinct from group dynamics of 

focus groups. Bradbury-Jones and her colleagues however argue that even though traditional 

phenomenological interviews are conducted with only one respondent, the principle and aim 

of group interviews (focus groups) very much align with phenomenological research and are 

beneficial in the manner they stimulate discussion and open up new perspectives in lived 

experiences.  

 

The above lends support to this current study’s use of the notion of lived experience despite 

the traditional and contested sense of the term. The study explores the idea of a shared lived 

experiences with teenagers’ use of digital technologies: school children between ages 13 to 

18 in rural and urban contexts. In this sense, digital technology usage becomes the event or 

activity in which the teenagers fully participate and, through reflection and analysis, 

consciously articulate the responses and feedback offered in the various sets of focus group 

discussions held with them. As fitly summed up by Onocko-Campos, Díaz, Leal, and Serpa 

Junior (2017, p.2), the discussion setting allows the narratives to mutually illuminate 

participants, rendering a deeper and shared (emphasis mine) exploration of the topic 

discussed, producing the empirical material in a different way when compared with an 

individual interview. The focus groups generated qualitative data that uncovered specific 

shared lived experiences (Liamputtong, 2011) among teens in Nigeria.  
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A very thin line separates ‘practices’ from ‘lived experiences’ as key concepts in this study. 

The former makes up for the shortcoming of the latter, in that while lived experiences may 

not always be generalisable, practices presents an aggregate or composite understanding of 

the children’s negotiation of technology. Lived experiences provide a thick descriptive 

narrative of the phenomena this study focusses on, by ensuring that personalised accounts of 

children’s intersection with technology are then prioritised. In this way, both concepts remain 

independently crucial and complimentary in this research.  

 

Agency 

The concept of agency was popularised by scholars such as Amartya Sen (1985; 1992) who 

explored the concept as a key part of capability and empowerment approaches. The concept 

has gathered increasing attention in various contexts ranging from development literature, 

organisational studies, sociology and recently, media and communication. Sen (1985) defines 

agency as what a person is free to do and achieve in pursuit of whatever goals or values he or 

she regards as important. Sen’s definition of agency explored the concept as constituting a 

process freedom, opportunity freedoms or capabilities (Samman & Santos, 2009). Studies 

have affirmed that agency could be underpinned by various philosophical, psychological and 

sociological paradigms and that in these intersections, autonomy, personhood and identity are 

inextricable (Connor, 2009; Samman & Santos, 2009; Mashford-Scott & Church, 2011; 

Gangas, 2016).  

 

Mashford-Scott & Church (2011) raises the issue of the tension which exists around the 

extent to which young children could be considered capable of possessing agency. This 

scepticism about children’s capacity for self-regulation and self-reflection is informed by 

traditionally held beliefs which tend to view children as incompetent and immature, or as 

Coady (2008, p.4) puts it, “human becomings, not human beings”. While this notion could be 

liable of undermining children’s rights and privileges as espoused by the United Nations, it 

raises further ethical issues which are necessary to consider in research involving children.  

 

Operationalising the term, agency has mostly been measured indirectly through observed 

behaviours and accounts of shared lived experiences and practices of teenagers with 

technology in Nigeria. It is viewed as independent capability, choice and control which may 

be supported by digital affordances and technology in the process of identity negotiation and 
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in coping with life as children in the 21st century. It was also generally understood as a 

quality which enables the school children in South Eastern and North Central parts of Nigeria 

to initiate intentional action in order to achieve desired goals with digital technologies such as 

mobile phones, computers, and the Internet. In relation to lived experiences, the role of the 

individual in constructing his or her experience of the world is active in that people are 

“agents of experiences rather than simply undergoers of experiences” (Bandura, 2001, p.4). 

 

Since agency is an actor’s or group’s ability to make purposeful choices (Samman & Santos, 

2009), when a child has a sense of agency, they are capable of making choices and decisions 

that are vital enough to influence outcomes and events in their everyday practices. As 

children make meaningful decisions and choices about things which affect them, they begin 

to see themselves as rich, competent, capable learners; as valuable and valued citizens 

(Gowrie South Australia, 2015). A keen sense of agency has therefore been linked to 

concepts such as belonging, becoming, and a strong sense of identity. 

Key research question 

The central question that this study answers is: To what extent do teens in rural and urban 

areas in Nigeria engage with digital technologies such as mobile phones, computers, and the 

Internet; and what are their shared lived experience of these technologies? 

Sub research questions 

More specific questions that were explored include: 

1. What is the extent of access the children have to digital technologies – through whom 

and mostly through what specific technologies?  

2. How do the children use technology and how does this technology use impact them?  

3. What are teens’ preferences with regards to the new media and mainstream media, the 

reasons behind their media tastes; and their perceptions towards digital technologies 

in general? 

4. What role do parents, guardians, schools, and adults play in these practices?  

5. Besides the influence of meditators, what kinds of agency do digital technologies and 

digital affordances enable in the young people’s identity negotiation? 

Conclusion and architecture of the study 

The introductory chapter has described the position that children and young people occupy, 

both in research and practice, in the digital media era in terms of the adoption and 
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appropriation of technologies across different parts of the world. Young people who live in a 

media-saturated world are clearly becoming the most connected, plugged-in and technology-

receptive generation. It was equally important to have highlighted the problematics involved 

when using such colloquial terms as ‘digital natives’ and ‘digital immigrants’ to broadly 

characterise children and adults in the digital age. The chapter has also underlined the 

vacuum which exists in research on the interplay of children and new media in the global 

South in contrast to the global North. Moreover, the study is located within the sociology of 

childhood research paradigm (child-centred approach) since it is deemed important to use a 

methodology which allows for or emphasizes children’s agency and the hearing of their 

voices directly, to investigate the digital lifeworlds of 13- to 18- year olds in urban and rural 

contexts in Nigeria.  

The primary objective of this study is to investigate children’s digital lifeworlds from a 

particularly Nigerian, and broadly African perspective. In so doing, the study aims for a 

multidimensional portrait of children’s practices with, and negotiation of, digital 

technologies. This study comprises ten chapters, a prologue and an epilogue. The following 

sections summarise the architectural structure of the rest of the study.  

Chapter Two pays attention to background and context. An overview of the study area 

starting with the country Nigeria, is attempted. The rationale is to engender a better 

understanding of the contextual milieu of the study by tracing a historical overview of the 

Nigerian media within which digital media technologies have emerged. This moves across 

the precolonial, colonial, post-colonial, and democratic eras. Ultimately, the chapter maps the 

trajectory of both the mainstream and the new media in the country and in Africa. A 

preliminary literature review on how digital technology is contemplated in the African 

continent is also given at the end of the chapter.  

Chapter Three is the main literature review chapter; and firstly, traces the trajectory of 

research on media and children from the 1950s until recent times. This shows the shifts in 

children and media scholarship – from the moral panic, bullet-like effect of media era to the 

active audience phase. The summarising argument though is that, consistent with the old 

media paradigm, the digital media landscape increasingly highlights a contemporary anxiety 

about children’s digital safety and vulnerability. Additionally, this chapter focuses on 

reviewing extant literature from within Africa which focus on children and young people, but 
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mostly the youth (undergraduate students) since it has been shown that most research from 

the continent on digital technology and young people focus on the higher age bracket (see 

section on ‘identified gap in literature’ at the end of chapter three).  

 

Chapter Four takes care of the study’s theoretical underpinning as well as the methodological 

issues. The chapter begins with a synopsis of the domestication and technology appropriation 

framework and dives into the methodological processes and challenges the researcher 

navigated through from data collection to analysis stage. Each of the processes involved in 

sampling and execution of the surveys and focus group interviews with the children are 

accounted for. It must be noted however, that the description of each of these processes is 

somewhat dense – and it was done with the intention to engender scholarly transparency 

while observing some ethical-practical reflection and problem-solving during the entire 

research process.  

 

Chapters Five to Nine (five chapters in total) focus on the ‘finding themes’ of the study. 

Based on the research questions raised at the outset of the study, the five themes spread out in 

these chapters spotlight the analyses and discussions of findings. The rationale for chaptering 

the analyses and discussions in this way is to be able to give a coherent, isolated and 

uninterrupted analyses of each of the study’s research questions, as well as to avoid the 

confusion which oftentimes trail analysis of data and discussion of consequent findings. 

Moreover, it must be emphasised that analyses of both the survey and focus group 

discussions, wherever applicable, ran concurrently in each chapter.   

 

Beginning with Chapter Five, Nigerian children’s access to digital technologies is analysed, 

starting with their socio-demographic features generated by the survey. The chapter then 

dovetails into aspects such as ownership, direct and alternative access, and frequency of 

usage. Chapter Six analyses and discusses the varied uses, impacts and domestication of 

digital technologies. The chapter facilitates an understanding of the specificities of children’s 

uses and domestication of digital technologies in everyday life. Such include practices in: 

gaming, social connections, seamless communication, social networking, dealing with issues 

relating to mental wellbeing, fostering family connection, to leveraging schoolwork, 

information and news, and self-learning. 
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Having analysed and discussed the degree of access the children have to digital technologies 

and the significant outcomes of their usage, Chapter Seven shifts the focus. First, it describes 

children’s media preferences, moving from the new media to the old or legacy media. 

Second, it analyses the children’s perceptions towards digital technologies. Both aspects of 

this chapter are important in understanding the young people’s views about different media 

typologies and getting a sense of what each media does for or means to them. The aspects 

also foreground the young people’s unfiltered judgements and concerns about digital 

technologies and their usage. 

 

Dimensions of mediation and gatekeeping of the children’s usage of digital technologies was 

a crucial aspect of this study. This falls within the overall research agenda that aims to 

unpack the ways in which Nigerian children negotiate digital technologies; taking into 

consideration human actors and stakeholders involved. Analysis and discussions in Chapter 

Eight shed light on the role and position of parents and guardians, teachers, other adults and 

schools in the Nigerian teens’ practices with, and negotiations of, digital technologies. This 

chapter ultimately reveals various issues underlying children’s everyday experiences with 

technology – from home to school. These include restrictions and prohibitions, direct and 

indirect supports, the parental gap, moral panic mongering, compelled support, self-

regulation, digital champions/assistants/facilitators, etc.  

 

In Chapter Nine, the study takes a refreshing turn to engage with a vital aspect which 

resonates directly with the methodological and theoretical frameworks of the study. The 

concept of agency in children’s relationship with various types of media is a significant issue; 

therefore, the chapter focuses on fleshing out the various ways in which digital technologies 

allow teenagers to exercise agency and forge online identities in the digital age. 

 

Chapter Ten, the final chapter, concludes this study. With careful piecing together of all key 

findings and discussions generated throughout this study and in line with broader issues 

observed in scholarly debates, the chapter offers a summary of the key thesis, wider 

implications and recommendations. Limitations peculiar to the study are also flagged at the 

end of the chapter. This study ends with an epilogue which chronicles the researcher’s 

positionality in view of the personal encounters with young people throughout the process of 

researching and writing this thesis and in juxtaposition with the findings of this study.   
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CHAPTER TWO 

Context and Background 

Overview – Nigeria 

The Federal Republic of Nigeria is located in the west axis of Africa, with 36 states including 

the Federal Capital Territory in which Abuja, the capital city is situated. Nigeria shares 

borders with Benin in the west, Chad and Cameroon in the east, and Niger in the north. As a 

former British colony, colonial rule imposed a decentralised despotism orchestrated through 

regional rule by the powerful ethnic majorities (Watts, 2004, p.59). Nigeria is officially a 

democratic state, however fraught with challenges of governance and development since 

gaining independence in 1960 and adopting the democratic system of government two 

decades ago. It is dubbed the most populous African nation.  

The country has a population of 198,874,927 as of February 2019, based on current United 

Nations estimates. This makes the country’s population equivalent to 2.53% of the total 

world population (Worldometers, with elaboration of data by United Nations’ Department of 

Economic and Social Affairs, Population Division)4. With about 250 ethnic groups and over 

500 languages, the nation is divided into North and South geographical zones, with varied 

and distinct features. The major ethnic groups are Igbo, Hausa-Fulani and Yoruba and these 

make up 18%, 29% and 21% of the population, respectively. In effect, Nigeria’s diversity is 

enormous and these (language, ethnicity, religion, class, political party, cultural belief) 

amount to a recognisable politics of difference being played out in different domains in the 

country. The major languages in Nigeria include English, which is the lingua franca, Igbo, 

Hausa and Yoruba. Since English is the official language, it is widely used for 

communication, information dissemination, education, economic and business transactions 

and for other various purposes. The country’s major religions are Christianity, Islam and 

traditional belief system, with Christianity and Islam dominating at an almost equal 

proportion (Pew Research Center, 2012).  

4 Nigeria Population 2019 live – available at: http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/nigeria-

population/  

http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/nigeria-population/
http://www.worldometers.info/world-population/nigeria-population/
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In a 2017 report by World Bank, Nigeria has made significant progress in socio-economic 

development over the last 15 years. However, the country continues to face massive 

developmental challenges, which include reducing the dependency on oil and diversifying the 

economy, addressing insufficient infrastructure, and building strong and effective institutions, 

as well as governance issues, public financial management systems, human development 

indicators, and the living conditions of the population. In addition to wavering economic 

performance and standard of living, the country has been experiencing volatilities in terms of 

security and safety situations for the past decade, precipitated by violent extremist, terrorist 

attacks and insurgency from the dangerous Boko Haram sect and similar groups.  

Geographical overview of study locations 

This study aimed to investigate the digital lifeworlds and practices of children in rural and 

urban spaces in Nigeria. The country is made up of thirty-six states and one Federal Capital 

Territory (FCT) that is the base of the nation’s capital and seat of government, Abuja. The 36 

states are further divided into 774 Local Government Areas (LGAs) and six geopolitical 

zones namely North West, North East, North Central, South East, South South, and South 

West. This presupposes that the nation is largely clustered under the Northern and Southern 

hemispheres. The criteria for categorising the six zones were not purely based on geopolitical 

location, but rather states with similar cultures, ethnic groups, and common history were 

classified in the same zone (Eze, Okpala & Ogbodo, 2014).  

For this study and because the researcher took cognisance of some areas being more central 

and representative of the rest than others, the South East area is purposively selected from the 

Southern Nigeria typology. The area is known to be central in the Southern hemisphere and 

embodies characteristics of the rest of its sister areas (South West and South South). The area 

is equally more politically, economically and culturally vibrant and as such, accommodates 

people from its sister areas through migration and economic considerations. North Central 

area on the other hand is purposively selected because as its name implies, it is at the heart of 

the Northern hemisphere, and quite like the South East, exemplifies physiognomies of its 

associated areas. 

North Central Nigeria 

The Northern Nigeria comprises 19 states of the country’s 36 total states. This means that the 

area is inhabited by over 50 percent of the country’s total population. In terms of land mass, 
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the area occupies greater land mass much more than its counterpart, the Southern Nigeria. 

The geographical zone is home to over two-thirds of the country’s 250 ethnic groups (Pate & 

Dauda, 2013). It boasts of vast mass of land that is both fertile and adaptable to a variety of 

arable crops, making it a huge potential for agriculture in the country – Agriculture accounts 

for about 42 percent of Nigeria’s GDP. Despite this, the region is poor and backward, with a 

comparatively disadvantaged and weak physical infrastructure (Iortim, 2012; Pate & Dauda, 

2013). The region is equally high in poverty rate, social inequity, maternal and infant 

mortalities, youth unemployment, illiteracy, HIV infections, child marriage, poor women 

education, patriarchy, religious, ethnic and socio-economic conflicts and spread, among 

others, according to reports by national and international research bodies (Pate & Dauda, 

2013).  

 

The North Central region, otherwise known as the “Middle Belt” comprises seven states, 

including Benue, FCT-Abuja, Kogi, Kwara, Nasarawa, Niger and Plateau. The majority of 

this population speak Hausa and are of the Islamic faith. According to data from 2004 Nigeria 

Demographic and Health Survey (DHS) and EdData Survey sponsored by USAID, formal 

education is still a challenge in this region. School attendance is high (over 80 percent) for 

children between ages 12-16 – the official secondary school ages – but many young teenagers 

are over-age primary school students. The data indicate that the most important reasons for 

poor school attendance in the region are costs, being considered too young, and 

illness/disability. Two of the strongest reasons for dropout – both higher than the national 

average – are costs of education and lack of interest in schooling.  
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Figure 1: Map showing the North Central area. Source: Nigerian Infopedia (Nigerianinfopedia.com). 

 

The Federal Capital Territory, commonly known as FCT, or loosely as FCT-Abuja, is a 

federal territory located in North Central Nigeria, north of the confluence of River Niger and 

River Benue. Its land mass is about 8000 km2, almost two and a half times the size of Lagos 

State – Nigeria’s commercial and tech hub city. FCT was created in 1976 from parts of 

Nasarawa, Niger and Kogi States. Unlike other States in Nigeria which are headed by elected 

Governors, the FCT is administered by the Federal Capital Territory Administration (FCTA), 

headed by a minister appointed by the President. According to projections by National 

Population Commission and National Bureau of Statistics, the population of FCT in 2016 

stood at 3,564,126. A greater part of this population, due to inadequate accommodation and 

high rentals in the city, end up settling in the suburbs of the city, such as Kubwa, Karu, 

Nyanya (Ejaro & Abubakar, 2013).  

 

Although the FCT is divided into six area councils (the equivalent of local government areas 

in Anambra and other States), it is the Geographical Phases which accurately explain its 

mappings. Phases 1 and 2 are the most developed and urban areas so to speak; Phase 3 is less 

developed than the first two; whereas Phases 4 and 5 are the suburban areas. Suburban here 

implies peri-urban areas at the peripheries of the capital main city which are neither typically 

urban nor rural but with characteristics of both and often suffer from administrative 

negligence. 
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According to Universal Basic Education Report (2010), FCT recorded the highest percentage 

of qualified teachers with 88 percent. FCT-Abuja is one of three states in North Central with 

the highest gross enrolment rate. There have been contestations over who the actual indigenes 

or dominant indigenes of FCT-Abuja are. There is a common belief that FCT is ‘no man’s 

land’ (Jiwa, 2013). Since the FCT’s population is extremely diverse with residents from 

virtually every part of Nigeria, the city is home to different religious centres. The city was 

planned in order to bring together all of the various tribes, religions and ethnic groups found 

throughout Nigeria, and the official language is English (World Population Review, 2018). 

Abuja was declared the capital of the FCT in 1991 after Lagos, the erstwhile capital city 

purportedly suffered over-population and ethnic conflicts. Abuja is one of the fastest growing 

cities in the world and the fastest growing city in African continent which grew by almost 

140% between the year 2000 and 2010 (World Population Review, 2018). 

South East Nigeria 

The Southern Nigeria is made up of the rest of the 17 states out of the total 36. As the 

counterpart hemisphere to Northern Nigeria, the Southern Nigeria was a creation of Lord 

Lugard’s in the 1900s. However, with time, the “Protectorate” became subdivided into 

Eastern Nigeria and Western Nigeria. In terms of land mass, the area occupies lesser land 

mass than the Northern Nigeria. This hemisphere is known for its industrialisation, 

agricultural dexterity, infrastructural development and general economic viability.  

South Eastern Nigeria is one of the leading geographical zones in the entire nation and in the 

Southern Nigeria hemisphere even though they currently have the least land mass and 

population compared to their counterparts. It is made up of ethnic group known as the Igbos. 

Before the Nigerian (Biafra) civil war that broke out from 1967 and ended in 1970, the region 

initially comprises of 12 states. After the civil war, due to controversial disputes and ethnic 

politics, the South East was cut down to five states only, namely Abia, Anambra, Ebonyi, 

Enugu and Imo State; a decision that still smack of marginalisation till date. It has a 

population of over 20 million, estimated from the last census. Other six states which initially 

belonged to the South East became officially recognised as the South-South states. Until 

today, the South-South states are considered the ‘kith and kin’ of the Igbos since many of 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

49  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

them still speak Igbo and practise Christianity as the original South Easterners. They include: 

Delta, Rivers, Bayelsa, Edo, Akwa-Ibom and Cross Rivers States.  

 

The South Eastern region is known for their enterprise, industry, independent spirit and 

resilience. It is commonplace to see thriving businesses and industries in this area. As a 

result, the area benefits from human, infrastructural and capital development that set it apart 

from other regions of Nigeria. The land is rich in mineral and natural resources, including 

crude oil, coal, natural gas, bronze, limestone, etc, which contribute to the overall GDP of the 

country. There is a considerable degree of human migration in this area.  

 

 

Figure 2: Map showing the South East area. Source: Nigerian Infopedia (Nigerianinfopedia.com). 

 

Anambra State is one of the most economically vibrant states in south-eastern Nigeria. It 

was created in 1976 from the old East Central State. With Awka as its capital city, the state 

has 21 local government areas and is the 8th most populated state in the Federal Republic of 

Nigeria and the second-most densely populated state in Nigeria after Lagos State (Anambra 

State Government, www.anambrastate.gov.ng). The predominant indigenous ethnic group is 

Igbo (98%) and a small population of Igala (2%) (Anambra State Government, 

www.anambrastate.gov.ng). The State is equally home to residents from other parts of the 

South East, as a result of migration and commerce. The population of the State as at 2016 is 
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projected at 5,527,809 (National Bureau of Statistics, 2017). The State has been adjudged one 

of the most literate and viable states in the country and the economic hub of southeast 

Nigeria, partly because of the commercial city of Onitsha, situated 35 minutes from Awka, 

the capital, and which has one of the largest markets in Sub-Saharan Africa5.  

 

Awka is a city inhabited by mainly civil servants, artisans, traders and agro-entrepreneur 

farmers. The state also has many other resources in terms of agro-based activities such as 

fisheries and farming, as well as land cultivated for pasturing and animal husbandry. The 

state has one of the lowest poverty and illiteracy rates in the country. The State has seven 

higher education institutions and secondary schools scattered in rural and urban towns and 

villages. Anambra State has the highest number of gross enrolments in secondary school, as 

well as the highest number of qualified teachers in the entire South East Nigeria (Universal 

Basic Education, 2010).   

 

Therefore, the choice of Anambra State and FCT-Abuja from each of South East and North 

Central regions, respectively, is based on their high economic and political status and diverse 

populations, with their concomitant impact on ICT availability and uptake.  

Mapping the development of media in Nigeria 

Nigeria has one of the biggest and most enterprising media markets in Africa. According to 

the BBC, newspapers, television and radio are the most relevant media for information 

dissemination, with social media becoming a huge emerging media. International 

broadcasters, including the BBC, are also popular among the active population, mostly in the 

urban areas. (BBC, 2017). In terms of broadcasting, there are hundreds of radio stations and 

terrestrial TV networks, as well as cable and satellite platforms with all 36 states operating at 

least one radio network and a TV station. This means that there are about 50 government 

owned, but partly independent television stations (BBC, 2017). Print media wise, there are 

more than 100 national and local press titles, some of them state-owned. They include 

popular and quality dailies, tabloids and publications which champion ethnic interests (BBC, 

2017).  

                                                 

5 News report (Vanguard newspapers) on the ten poorest and ten most viable states in Nigeria - 

https://www.vanguardngr.com/2016/08/25th-anniversary-10-poorest-viable-states-in-nigeria/  

 

https://www.vanguardngr.com/2016/08/25th-anniversary-10-poorest-viable-states-in-nigeria/
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The constitution of the Federal Republic of Nigeria (1999, amended 2011, Section 36, 

Subsection 11)6 makes it clear that “every person shall be entitled to establish and operate 

any medium for the dissemination of ideas and opinion…” Therefore, in Nigeria two main 

typologies of media ownership exist: ownership by government (State and Federal 

governments) and ownership by private persons or institutions. In ownership by government, 

this pattern of ownership applies to media houses owned and financed by government. 

Examples are Nigeria Television Authority (NTA), Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria 

(FRCN), both of which are the largest broadcasting companies in the country (Omenugha & 

Uzuegbunam, 2015). They are usually seen as pursuing goals of social welfare and harmony, 

usually in the national interest. They are expected to be public service corporations. How 

much of public interest they espouse in the discharge of their duties continues to be subject to 

debate. Scholars argue that economic interests as well as influence of ruling parties and 

government often becloud the vision of government-owned media houses (Omenugha & 

Uzuegbunam, 2015).  

 

On the other hand, ownership by private persons and institutions refers to the system where 

individuals (one person or group of persons) establish, finance and direct the administration 

of the media organisation (Omenugha, Uzuegbunam & Omenugha, 2013). Examples are 

newspapers like The Guardian, Champion, Vanguard, The Punch, The Independent, and 

broadcast stations such as Channels Television, Minaj Broadcast International (MBI), 

Silverbird Television, Rhythm FM, Raypower FM and Africa Independent Television (AIT) 

(Omenugha, et al., 2013), among several others. Their programming aims for the African and 

global markets and is broadcast globally from Lagos, Abuja, and Port Harcourt centres with 

affiliated TV stations in other cities in Nigeria and several African countries.   

 

Privately owned media are more commercially oriented than government-owned media. They 

are presumed to enjoy greater leverage of critical coverage of government policies and 

actions, being as they are, at least in principle, free from direct official interference 

(Omenugha & Uzuegbunam, 2015). Most newspapers in Nigeria have taken advantage of the 

Internet explosion in the country to build online presence that proves as strong as their 

                                                 

6 The complete arrangement of sections of the Constitution is officially available here: http://www.nigeria-

law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm  

http://www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm
http://www.nigeria-law.org/ConstitutionOfTheFederalRepublicOfNigeria.htm
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physical popularity and readership. Similarly, several news sites and news blogs have sprung 

up to cater to alternative needs of Nigerians for quick news consumption, expression of 

opinions on a variety of topics and political and democratic communication. Some of the 

leading internet news sites in Nigeria include Premium Times, Sahara Reporters, Naij, Pulse. 

To better describe and make sense of the broader context of development of media in Nigeria, 

the subject is sectioned into two parts: the trajectory of the legacy media and the arrival of the 

new media. Each is detailed below.  

Trajectory of the Nigerian mass media 

Long before the arrival of the modern mass media and subsequently the new media, 

traditional media of communication described as ‘Oramedia’ by Ugboajah (1985) was the 

first indigenous media of communication in Nigeria. Oramedia was prevalent during the pre-

colonial period. Historically, the evolution of the media grew from the traditional media of 

communication to the print media, then to broadcast or audio-visual media, and to the new 

information and communication technology (Soeze, 2015). According to Oso, Odunlami and 

Adaja (2011), the Nigerian press is older than the Nigerian nation.  The press functioned and 

flourished in Nigeria during the colonial times and long before the country gained 

independence from Britain. Nigeria’s media history can best be periodized into three broad 

historical moments – the colonial (1851–1960), post-independence (1960–1970), and the 

post-oil boom era (1990s onward) (Larkin, 2000 cited in Ugor, 2009, p.390).  

The history of the socio-historical development of the Nigerian press dates as far as 1859 

with the establishment of the earliest mass media in the Nigerian media sphere – the 

newspaper. There is a consensus among scholars that the history of the Nigerian press dates 

to Iwe Iroyin, the first newspaper introduced by Henry Townsend, an Anglican missionary on 

December 3, 1859. Although this first Nigerian newspaper was floated as an instrument of 

Christian evangelism and education of the Egba people of Ogun State in Southwestern 

Nigeria, it later became a cheap weapon in Townsend’s ambitious political propaganda and 

shrewd manoeuvring for power (Oso, Odunlami & Adaja, 2011).  

In time, Townsend became embroiled in some friction with the colonial government in Lagos 

and the home government in Britain, causing Townsend’s recall to Britain in 1862. Before his 
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recall, and to please the colonial authorities in Lagos, the paper started making a shift in its 

editorial policy and content which in turn was not accepted by the Egbas, and this resulted in 

their burning down the premises of the newspaper in 1867. Several other pioneer newspapers 

came onboard after Iwe Iroyin, however the majority of them were birthed from the 1880s 

and beyond. These publications were established by nationalists dedicated to the extirpation 

of colonialism and enthronement of self-rule.  

 

At Independence, another significant factor in the trajectory of the Nigerian media was the 

ethnic and regional configuration of the press at the time. During this period – as a departure 

from the past where newspapers were set up by either political parties or private individuals – 

the regional governments of the North, East and West felt the need to establish their own 

newspapers: The Eastern Nigerian Outlook (by the eastern government in 1960), The 

Morning Post (by the federal government in 1961), The Daily Sketch (by the western 

government in 1964) and The New Nigerian (by the north in 1966). The major legal 

constraints on the press during this era were the Official Secret Act which had the provision 

for journalists to be compelled to disclose their source of information, the Sedition Law and 

the Newspaper Amendment Act of 1964 which made stringent provisions against 

establishment and operation of newspapers.  

 

The post-independence period beginning from the late 1960s, was also marked by the 

proliferation of electronic media such as television and radio, alongside print and film (Ugor, 

2009). These were owned and run by the ruling post-colonial governments and elites. 

Heralding the dawn of the modern mass media in Nigeria, these media outlets became 

“symbols of power, pride and civilization for the postcolonial ruling elite” (Ugor, 2009, 

p.392) so much so that new electronic media such as television became the main propaganda 

machine for the state. This practise saw the press playing a significant role in the coup and 

counter coups that characterised the rule of the military from 1966 when the military took 

over the rulership of the nation and the civil war (Biafra war) broke out. During the second 

republic – the period from 1979 to 1983 – the Nigerian media scene witnessed a proliferation 

of partisan newspapers and magazines owned and controlled by powerful elites, opinion 

leaders and politicians. Some of the publications include: Concord, Guardian, Nigeria 

Tribune, Punch, Daily Times. 
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Early cinema also emerged in Nigeria during the colonial period, but its emergence was 

contoured by the same colonialist forces that shaped the print press (Ugor, 2009). Film was 

introduced into West Africa by British colonialists who used it to propagate their ideals, 

civilisations and values. These were not intended to entertain nor were meant for personal use 

of Africans, but according to Ukadike (1994, p.105), “the films identified ideologically and 

aesthetically with the social, cultural values of the producer nation”. By 1970, indigenous 

amateur filmmakers began to evolve, beginning with the first independent film, an adaptation 

of Wole Soyinka’s Kongi’s Harvest was made (Alawode & Fatonji, 2013, p.63). Notably, 

film production in Nigeria was strictly in celluloid format.  

 

The use of celluloid format was however to end in 1986 when according to Kumwenda 

(2007), Nigerian currency (Naira) was devalued in international monetary exchange. 

Nollywood would later grow tremendously and diversify from using VHS tapes to producing 

in VCD and DVD formats, in addition to having many of the home movies uploaded and 

shared on YouTube. It also became according to Awan (2008), a regular feature on channels 

which specialise in the black and African audiences via satellite or cable. Nollywood today 

produces thousands of video films annually and it is estimated that 120 films are released 

weekly across Nigeria (Osei-Hwere and Osei-Hwere, 2008). The film industry accounts for a 

part of the nation’s GDP under Arts and Entertainment category and non-oil export in 

Nigeria. It currently is the third largest film industry in the world. 

 

Broadcasting came on the scene in 1932 with BBC Rediffusion Centres established by the 

colonial government to rebroadcast programmes of the BBC for the pleasure of Her Majesty, 

the Queen’s employees in the West African coast. In 1951, the Nigerian Broadcasting 

Corporation (now the Federal Radio Corporation of Nigeria), was established, however still 

controlled by the colonial government. The centralisation of broadcasting in the hands of the 

colonial authority came to an end in 1959 with the establishment of WNBC-WNTV by the 

western Nigerian government (Oso, et al., 2011). The Nigerian government took over 

complete control of the television and radio broadcasting in 1967, although this would later 

be affected by the Structural Adjustment Programme of General Babangida’s military 

government. Just as was the case with the print media, the development of broadcasting in 

Nigeria was impacted by the upsurge in politics of regional broadcasting that saw the 

emergence of broadcast stations in the major geographical zones of the nation.  
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In 1992, the Federal government approved private-ownership of broadcasting houses with the 

establishment of the National Broadcasting Commission (NBC) to regulate broadcasting in 

the country. Henceforth, the broadcast media became a formidable force in the political, 

economic and socio-cultural life of the nation. From then on, privately owned television and 

radio stations were established. The first privately owned radio station in Nigeria was Ray 

Power 100.5 FM which started broadcasting in 1993. After Gen. Babangida promulgated 

Decree 32 of 1992 which gave permission to private individuals to operate, many private TV 

stations came on board and this brought about healthy competition among the private TV 

operators in Nigeria and culminated into better service delivery and better programmes.  

 

Shortly afterwards, the post-oil boom era marked a paradigm shift in the media landscape of 

Nigeria. The discovery of crude oil meant more national wealth and this new-found wealth 

opened up new and vast markets for new media technologies to thrive, especially from Asia 

(Ugor, 2009). As noted by Ugor (2009, p.393), an enormous influx of small media 

technologies such as digital video, VCR players, VCD-DVD machines, and other portable 

digital hardware (laptop computers, GSM phones, iPods, and the Internet) inaugurated new 

production possibilities for once marginalised cultural producers and unheard voices. 

 

From the earliest days of colonial rule, independence and the military era to the democratic 

dispensation of today, government-media relations in Nigeria have been characterized by 

(un)told stories of repression, intimidation, detention and censorship. The government-media 

relationship has equally been enmeshed in various degrees of abuse on the part of the 

government and almost an equal degree of rivalry from the media in the bid to expose 

recalcitrant government activities, thereby making both parties ‘enemies’ of one another. 

Reporters Without Borders (RSF) reports that in Nigeria, journalists are often threatened, 

subjected to physical violence, or denied access to information by officials and police. Boko 

Haram, a militant Islamist group, has threatened the media and has continued to do so. 

 

The new media scene in Nigeria 

With the arrival of the new media technologies in Africa and on the Nigerian media scene, 

the dispersal of these technologies and their use became rapid. In Nigeria, and parts of Africa 

– although far from being uniform – this diffusion is growing exponentially. Although many 

statistics and reports – sometimes conflicting and varying – exist on the nature of Internet and 
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mobile penetration in Africa generally, and in Nigeria specifically, such reports offer useful 

insights through which the interesting changes could be understood and contemplated. A key 

regional player in West Africa with approximately 184 million inhabitants, Nigeria accounts 

for 47 percent of West Africa’s population, and has one of the largest populations of youth in 

the world (The World Bank, 2017).  

Nigeria ranks 7th in the list of countries by population, in addition to almost 50% urban 

population (Population Reference Bureau, 2011; Internet World Stats, 2018). The country is 

also predicted to be the 3rd largest population by 2050 after India and China, with a projected 

population of 433 million people – double its current population (Population Reference 

Bureau, 2011). 

Internet penetration in Nigeria as at December 2017 stands at 50.2% (Internet World Stats, 

2018). As at March 2017, Nigeria accounts for 27.4% of Internet penetration in Africa, 

followed by Egypt (10.4%), making her top in Internet population in the continent (IT News 

Africa, 2017). In world ranking, Nigeria has ranked 8th in the top 20 countries with the 

highest number of Internet users, after China, India, United States, Brazil, Indonesia, Japan 

and Russia (Internet World Stats, 2018). It was speculated that Mark Zuckerberg’s visit to 

Nigeria between August and September 2016 was for some Internet-development related 

reasons. 

Nigeria is Africa’s largest mobile market. Its general mobile telephony penetration is 

estimated at over 80% (Mobile Ecosystem Forum, 2016). In addition, statistics show that the 

country currently has over 86 million mobile subscribers plus a penetration rate of 

smartphone mobile telephony at 45%, according to a report on the mobile economy of Sub-

Saharan Africa by Groupe Speciale Mobile Association (GSMA) for 2017. The majority of 

Nigeria’s Internet traffic is transmitted through smartphones, introducing what has been 

termed the mobile internet. These statistics are very telling, interesting and significant, 

although there is little evidence to show that Nigeria currently enjoys a vibrant and healthy 

Internet freedom. Moreover, there appears to be no available and reliable statistics on the 

number of adults and young people (including children) who access the Internet, own mobile 

phones and use computers and other technologies.  
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Contemplating new media technology in Africa 

Africa is the second largest continent in the world – in size and population after Asia. 

Notwithstanding, the continent is the most excluded and marginalised region in the world 

based on the “unequal geography that excludes large parts of Africa” (Fuchs & Horack, 2008, 

p.100). Africa’s leapfrog in terms of technological advancement is increasingly viewed with

scrutiny, utopianism, dystopianism and curiosity; and whether this relates to the enduring 

pessimistic gaze on Africa as a dark continent and as being difficult to develop, is yet unclear. 

Inextricably linked to Africa’s marginality in technological and infrastructural development is 

the problem of digital divide. The issue of global inequality is connected to the topic of 

digital divide because of the industrial revolution the world has undergone with the eruption 

of technology and digital media.  

The world is driven by information and knowledge, and “technology is one aspect of material 

wealth and wealth production is more and more based on technology and knowledge” (Fuchs 

& Horack, 2008, p.100). Africa is the continent most affected by poverty and other global 

issues; and Sub-Saharan Africa has some of the lowest levels of infrastructure investment in 

the world (Fuchs & Horack, 2008; Acker & Mbiti, 2010). There is the existence of regional 

and local digital divides when talking about the diffusion of ICTs in the continent. In many 

parts of Africa, social media use is still elitist and mostly an urban phenomenon due to the 

uneven penetration of technology which further creates a dichotomy between users of 

technology in the continent (Nwafor, Odoemelam, Orji-Egwu, Nwankwo & Nweze, 2013).  
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Figure 3: World Internet Usage and Population Data, 2017 

Source: Internet World Stats 

 

The influx and development of new media technology in Africa is often described by scholars 

in the same tone and manner its economic and infrastructural development cum democratic 

openings have been celebrated and hyped. For Banda, Mudhai and Tettey (2009, p.1), the 

advent of new media technology in Africa, in the 1990s, sparked a celebratory, almost 

utopian bliss in its proponents. This sort of celebratory utopianism presupposed that 

technologies would bring about social change, sustainable development and intensify 

political and democratic participations in the continent (Thioune, 2003; Banda, Mudhai & 

Tettey, 2009; Wasserman, 2011). Burrell (2012, p.6) writes that powerful transnational 

institutions such as the United Nations, the World Bank, the International 

Telecommunications Union have been promoting the value of new technologies such as 

mobile phones, computers, and the Internet to Africa and other parts of the developing world 

in a growing ‘technology for development’ movement. 

 

New media has been loosely defined by scholars, having been difficult to lend its meaning to 

a generalist and generic mould because of the peculiarities involved in referring to different 

contexts, spaces and new media users. Banda, Mudhai and Tettey (2009) explores the 

features of the new media by noting that the term gives an impression of rapid change rooted 

in postmodernity, as well as a different and more preferred sense of newness to the old media. 

The writers argue that the new media heralds the era of globalisation and the post-industrial 
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information age, in addition to embodying element of inclusivity. The OECD (2007) 

describes the rise and growth of a new type of intelligent Internet services which have 

enabled users to share, adapt and create content. 

 

Since the new media is an offshoot of various globalisation processes which took place 

around the world, it follows that the question of global inequality is not to be ignored when 

talking about the advent of the new media technologies such as the Internet, computer, 

mobile phone and so on, in Africa. There is a growing digital inequality between developed 

countries and African countries. Although Africa makes up 16.8% of the world population, 

only 10.9% of all Internet users live in Africa (Internet World Stats, 2018). Although this data 

might look significant when compared to 8.7% of North America and 0.3% of the Middle 

East, the fact that there is almost one billion people living on the African continent is an 

indication of how poor internet penetration still is in the continent (IT News Africa, 2017). A 

key driver of the growing power of social media platforms in Africa is the mobile phone and 

mobile internet. Most Internet users in Africa rely on mobile internet access because of the 

affordability offered by mobile broadbands (Willems, 2016). In 2016, the penetration rate of 

mobile broadband subscriptions on the continent increased to 29.3 percent from 1.8 percent 

in 2010 (ITU, 2016). 

 

Within research literature, the mobile phone has been hailed as the most popular, dominant 

and revolutionising digital technology that has penetrated Africa in significant ways 

(Thioune, 2003; Fuchs & Horack, 2008; Banda, Mudhai & Tettey, 2009; Nyabuga & Mudhai, 

2009; Acker & Mbiti, 2010; Wasserman, 2011; Chiumbu, 2012). Research on the growth of 

mobile telephony in African contexts have continued to grow in addition to inquiries into 

how technology intersect with politics, identities, social relationships and activisms on the 

continent.  During the past two decades and more, mobile phones have revolutionized Africa 

(Chiumbu, 2012). There is research evidence that shows that Africa is the first continent to 

have more mobile phone users than fixed-line subscribers (Chiumbu, 2012, p.193).  

 

Data from GSMA (2017) indicate that by the end of 2016, there were 420 million unique 

mobile subscribers in Sub-Saharan Africa alone, in addition to the region accounting for 

nearly 10% of the global mobile subscriber base. The increasing growth of mobile 

penetration has a direct impact on Internet penetration since a significant population of users 

connect to the Internet through their internet-enabled phones. The transition to mobile 
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broadband across Sub-Saharan Africa continues to gain momentum, driven by network 

deployment/expansion, more attractively priced data tariffs, and greater availability of 

smartphones (GSMA, 2017). 

Figure 4: Internet Penetration in Africa, 2017 

Expectedly, the impact of mobile phone on the continent traverses the political and 

socioeconomic reconfiguration of Africa which results in an emergence of an African ‘mobile 

phone culture’ centred on a multiplicity of activities involving the mobile phone (de Bruijn, 

Nyamnjoh & Brinkman, 2009). Giving some reality check on the scenario, Nyabuga and 

Mudhai (2009) reflect on the penetration of the new media in Africa generally and mobile 

telephony specifically: 

There has been a dramatic growth of the use of the new media in many parts of 

Africa, and the continent is said to have the highest growth rates of mobiles and 

the Internet, but the growth rate indicators and real use are incongruent. Even 

though International Telecommunication Union (ITU)’s recent indicators show 

Africa’s cellular phone growth rate is nearly twice as high as Europe’s and 

Asia’s, in real numbers, Africa falls way back in global rankings of actual use. (p. 

45). 

The more recent enthusiasm for mobile phones in Africa sometimes bears resonances of the 

early evangelism and utopianism around the use of the Internet for democracy and social 

change in Africa (Wasserman, 2011). Critics have argued that contrary to the optimism that 

technologies such as mobile phones would engender social change in the continent, there are 

still limitations and impediments to their maximum and widespread use. Mobile phones 

remain expensive for a significant portion of the population and access to internet services 
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and the social media remain relatively low given the high cost of data bundles and airtime by 

service providers and telecommunications phone companies (Willems & Mano, 2017; 

Willems, 2016).  

 

Several scholars warn against sweeping generalisations and assumptions when talking about 

new media technologies and Africa. For instance, Wasserman (2011) suggests that high 

penetration of mobile phones into the market should not automatically be taken as an 

indication of high usage of phones or as having an unqualified positive effect on the social 

lives of Africans. This suggestion becomes reasonable when we link back to questions of 

digital divide. Much earlier, Nyamnjoh (1999) had argued for a “mitigated euphoria” in 

assessing the perceived benefits of the “information superhighway” for Africans, by calling 

for a socio-anthropological approach to the development of ICTs that would allow Africa to 

‘regulate, adapt and innovate ICT to its own needs and priorities for sustainable development’ 

(p. 31). Thioune (2003) argues that ICTs have largely been developed in the context of, and 

for the cultural and social standards of a few rich countries in Western Europe, North 

America, East and Southeast Asia, and Australia. The crucial point is that these innovations 

are hardly tailored to meet the needs of the poor and marginalised within African societies 

who are unable to afford such technologies. 

 

Other scholars also shed light on the more nuanced impact by for instance arguing that 

mobile phones are not socially neutral tools, but rather can entrench or exacerbate unequal 

gendered or classed power relations (Etzo & Collender, 2010). These limitations 

notwithstanding, there is growing evidence that new media technologies such as mobile 

phone and the Internet are changing the communicative and socio-political practices on the 

continent. However, the nature and extent of these changes are neither uniform nor equitably 

distributed (Wasserman, 2011). There is similarly evidence that there is a growing scramble 

on the continent by global media companies, mobile telecommunications companies and 

social media platforms given Africa’s steady and significant growth in Internet connectivity, 

mobile subscription and social media presence (Willems & Mano, 2017).  

Digital media and communicative, socio-political practices in Africa 

Further reflecting on the notion that new media technologies such as mobile phone and the 

Internet are changing the communicative and socio-political practices on the continent, it is 

almost difficult to isolate its role in political communication and democracy.  New media 
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technology expands the communication opportunities offered to the public, previously 

hampered by geography, time, physical and social boundaries (Steenkamp & Hyde-Clark, 

2014). In addition, mobile phones often are understood as tools for modernization and 

globalisation, which increase speed, decrease distance, and make Africans active participants 

in its processes (Wasserman, 2011). 

 

Figure 5: Internet Users by Geographic Regions 

 

In a study by Steenkamp & Hyde-Clark (2014), the use of social media for political 

commentary and engagement was explored and it was examined how both the South African 

public and political parties are using the site for discussion, debate and opinion formation. 

The findings suggest that the unmediated and borderless nature of the platform means that the 

parties have direct access to more people than via mainstream media for instance. There is 

evidence that social media such as Facebook is being used by the south African public to 

connect, interact and engage in political discussions to share political information. However, 

the study contends that there appears to be an under-utilisation of social media in the context 

of political parties and the public in South Africa.  
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In a similar and more recent study, Bosch (2018), using a mixed methods approach, examines 

the social media (Facebook) presence of South African politicians and political parties. The 

study explores their degree of engagement in political conversations with citizens and the role 

social media plays in the construction of various architectures of citizenship. Findings 

suggest that political parties were generally quite active on Facebook, but most of their posts 

were text-based and were generally posted in English (and users responded in English). This 

highlights that there is dominance of the language on the Internet, even in a country with 11 

official languages. Political parties are not “listening”, i.e. they are not paying attention to 

their online followers’ engagement. They merely post to Facebook as a rhetorical exercise to 

boost popularity despite the potential for social media to facilitate a dialogic democracy. 

Bosch’s study suggests that the Facebook pages of political parties rarely reflect political 

debate as a result of homophily (which reinforces group boundaries). 

 

Yet in South Africa, Chiumbu (2012) analysed how the Western Cape Anti-Eviction 

Campaign appropriates mobile phones and the impact of this appropriation on its roles and 

collective identities. The study examined how the Western Cape Anti-Eviction Campaign has 

(re)appropriated and re-shaped the mobile phone to amplify traditional methods of 

mobilisation. Drawing on the theoretical nuances of both social construction of technology 

and domestication theories, the study argues that mobile phones have not replaced traditional 

ways of mobilisation but have rather amplified them. The use of both mainstream 

mobilisation tools and mobile phones strengthen mobilisation activities and give new 

meaning to the mobile phone on three important levels: organisation efficiency, access to the 

Internet and strengthening of collective identity. 

 

New media technologies and the ways that they are increasingly impacting on political and 

democratic processes in Africa continue to be investigated by scholars. Wasserman (2011) 

examines various approaches to the relation between mobile phones and participatory 

democracy and argues that mobile phones do not only transmit political information needed 

for rational deliberation in the public sphere, but also transgress cultural and social borders 

and hierarchies in the way they refashion identities and create informal economies and 

communicative networks.  

 

Furthermore, Daniels (2016) explored to what extent social media – particularly Twitter – 

deepens democracy through engagement between journalists and the public. Through a 
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multipronged methodology consisting of theoretical analysis, quantitative data and interviews 

with Johannesburg editors and journalists through discourse analysis, the study found that 

journalists’ public engagement on Twitter appears to be neither widespread nor particularly 

deep. Moreover, further bursting the bubble of the celebratory tone in which social media is 

viewed as influencing democracy in Africa, the study suggests that social networks do not 

appear to be setting the news media’s agenda, although there are sporadic pockets of it 

influencing angles on stories. The study argues that the democratic potential for Twitter as 

one of social media has not yet been realised because though the social media presents an 

exciting opportunity for journalism and activism, there is still no substitute for a real-world 

engagement. 

The impact of the new media on aspects of life in Africa such as politics and journalism 

notwithstanding, Fuchs and Horak’s (2008) study, though a decade old, brings us back to the 

veracity of global digital divide confronting Africa and analysed the situation using macro-

data and discussed specific examples from Ghana and South Africa. They suggest that the 

least developed African countries in terms of income, education, and health have very low 

Internet access and usage rates. The examples of Ghana and South Africa demonstrated that 

neoliberal policies of liberalisation, deregulation, and privatisation of the telecommunication 

sector have not succeeded in bridging the digital divide in Africa which is characterised by 

unequal material, usage, skills, benefit, and institutional access to new information and 

communication technologies. 

Wamuyu (2017) investigated the use of Community Technology Centres in bridging the 

digital divide among low income urban communities in Kenya. Using a pre-tested 

questionnaire, data were collected from 550 respondents (residents of the Mathare Slum) on 

their internet access and digital literacy skills. The study is based on the basic assumption that 

many people residing in Nairobi’s low-income areas lack access to the internet, and that this 

has a negative impact on the residents’ prospects. The results suggest that urban digital divide 

exists between those living in low-income neighbourhoods and those living in more affluent 

residential areas of Nairobi – a clearly challenging situation. Findings indicate that perceived 

cost has a strong significant negative effect on intentions to use internet among the population 

studied, suggesting that affordability is a main determinant of the Mathare CTC project 

specifically and access to the Internet generally. 
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A look at another study by Salgado (2016) further suggests that the digital divide which Fuch 

and Horack (2008) earlier spoke about is still relevant in understanding the complexity of the 

divide on the continent. The study investigated grassroots participation, alternative media and 

citizen journalism in four Portuguese-speaking African countries: Angola, Cape Verde, 

Mozambique, and Sao Tome. Findings indicate that the media systems in these countries are 

a close reflection of the political system as large majority of journalists still work in 

significantly under-resourced newsrooms and face other constraints related to deficient 

professional training, low salaries, bribes and manipulation attempts and, in rarer cases, even 

persecution. However, notwithstanding this unpleasant news, there is evidence that in the 

Lusophone African countries, the Internet is being used by citizens to varying degrees and 

mainly through blogs, to contribute to information exchange and news-making. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Review of Literature 

 

Overview 

This chapter reviews extant literature on the relationship between media research and 

children’s development; and in addition, explores under six broad themes, the dominant focus 

of the body of research that characterises academic literature on children, youth and new 

media in Africa generally. Likewise, the chapter deals with a more general overview of some 

major research on the adoption and use of digital media among children, globally. Finally, the 

case is made about the gap in literature that this study hopes to fill by mapping the major 

research focus within the existing body of literature in the field, both reviewed and otherwise.  

Research on media and children: From ‘then to now’ 

Children are a critical segment of all populations. Hence, it is important that issues 

surrounding their development – social, psychological and physical – be given utmost 

attention, not just by parents, teachers or government, but also researchers and scholars. The 

media has always been a significant part of children’s lives, no doubt. Writing about media’s 

role in shaping and popularising teenage culture in the US, Schrum (2004, p.809) reiterate: 

Media also played an important role... Media served to promote teenage trends by 

offering publicity and a national means for reaching other teens… As teenage 

culture emerged, teens used mass-produced commodities to imitate adults, but 

they also used them to create fads and to define themselves as teenagers. 

 

Definitely, as argued by Schrum (2004), debate about children, youth and the media has 

raged on since the 1950s with the lines drawn between schools of thought: the first that 

describes children and youth as being in transition to adulthood, and the other which 

considers them as a consumer or resistant group (Downing, 2011).  Critcher (2008, p.91) 

opines that there has been “a symbiosis between childhood and the mass media” since the 

twentieth century and argues that examining such a trajectory offers the opportunity to see 

how the new media technologies and childhood “are located within the prevailing social 

order” of the earliest times.  

 

Earliest research on children and their social, psychological, educational, cultural 

development have had the media at their core. Dorr (1986) contends that the intersection of 
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children and the media raises broad questions concerning educational, moral and social 

development, and these have contributed to policy discussions of the regulation of media 

technologies and contents for this ‘special audience’. LaFrance (1996) characterises the 

children of the 1960s as the TV generation, those of the 1970s as the video generation, those 

of the 1980s as the Nintendo generation, and those of the 1990s as the Internet generation – 

although it must be recognised that this characterisation is non-generalisable. Studies have 

looked extensively at the place the mass media occupy in children’s lives and especially the 

impact of television viewing on their socialisation, behavioural and cognitive development 

(Dorr 1986; LaFrance, 1996; Schrum, 2004; Critcher, 2008).  

 

Livingstone and Sefton-Green (2016) hold that while social scientists have 50 years ago 

studied concepts such as adolescence, youth, and peer culture ever since their emergence and 

recognition, in just the past decade, young people’s use of social networking sites has 

seemingly rewritten the norms and practices of teenage communication, having been met 

with dramatic adoption by the vast majority of young people. 

 

Children and young people have unwittingly been diagnosed as media multi-taskers, the most 

media literate of all populations. They are equally believed to be spending more time with 

various kinds of media than with parents, physical activity, homework, chores etc. 

(Vandewater & Lee, 2009; Dodge et al., 2008). Expectedly, over time, there have been both 

moral and media panics as well as anxieties from parents, teachers, educators and researchers 

over the long-term effects of children’s media use. To a large extent, the mainstream media 

have been the major source of much of the moral panics, anxieties and negative perceptions 

of children’s use of the media. For the past 50 years, the mainstream, legacy media has not 

only underrepresented children, but had equally, represented them in narrow, negative ways – 

problematic and victims of violence (Stern & Burke Odland, 2017).  Some of the moral 

panics include the fears that children are learning and imbibing violent media behaviours, 

materialistic attitudes, aggressive behaviour towards their parents and wards, and the fear 

about negative impact on reading skills and academic concentration.  

 

Other worries have concerned children’s physical condition such as having too little exercise 

or that radiation from the screen may affect the brain or eyes. Television viewing has also 

been linked to obesity in children (Rydin, 2004). According to Huston, Donnerstein, 

Fairchild, Feshbach, Katz, Murray, Rubenstein, Wilcox and Zukerman (1992), the 
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accumulated research on children and the media clearly demonstrates a correlation between 

viewing violence and aggressive behaviour – that is, heavy viewers behave more aggressively 

than light viewers. In Nigeria for instance, Ahmad and Dauda (2015) investigated Nigerian 

teenagers’ exposure to mediated violence on local and satellite television, including the 

influence of this exposure. In a survey of 215 school children in senior secondary schools in 

urban Ilorin, Southwest Nigeria, the study finds that there is significant relationship between 

exposure to horror film and teenagers’ tendency to bully and verbally abuse others.  

These anxieties were consistent with the period of ‘direct, bullet-like theory’ in the history of 

media effects and was later followed by the ‘limited effects era’. It was argued that “children 

did not react uniformly to the same programme, but there were intervening variables such as 

age, gender, predispositions, perceptions, social environment, past experience, and parental 

influence” (Rydin, 2004, p.814). Following the limited effects era, scholars such as 

Ekeanyanwu and Peter (2015) argue that the controversy around young people and mediated 

violence will remain fluid and inconclusive because media representations are products of the 

society in which they are embedded. This means that the media may not solely be blamed for 

violent behaviours in children because “a child who grew up in a violent home may likely 

exhibit violent behaviour with minimal exposure to mediated violence” (Ekeanyanwu & 

Peter, 2015, p.69).  

The limited effects thesis notwithstanding, the notion of moral panic persisted as “an 

exaggerated emphasis on the potential harm the media might cause to children – or 

alternatively on the ways in which they might lead children to cause harm to others” 

(Buckingham & Jensen, 2012, p.423). This focus on the negative influence of media often led 

to a neglect of positive accounts of the role of the media in children’s lives and tended to 

perpetuate the rhetoric of “the Internet as an ungovernable ‘Wild West’, unsafe for the 

impressionable young” (Livingstone, Mascheroni & Staksrud, 2017, p.3). 

Much later, with the advancement of the limited effects models and other models that 

appeared in research, research agenda began to explore the possibility of media contributing 

to a positive, educational or psychological development of children. It became widely 

believed that the media, especially television, may possibly be used for promoting pro-social 

learning and social behaviour. This development led to a proliferation in children’s 

programmes on television and other media and allowed for mass media to be viewed as 
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socialisation tools and children’s playmates. However, the idea of using children as actors 

and participators in these media programmes for both adults and children viewership was 

initially rejected, and children continued to be underrepresented in the media. When finally, 

children began to be featured in the media, the images consisted of stereotypes of them as 

both a problem and a threat to society, or an extreme version of the good, innocent and sweet 

children (Schrum, 2004). 

From the 1970s, with the discovery and development of microchip technology, computer 

games came on the scene and “provided the leadership in the technological revolution in toys 

and games” (Petrik, 2004, p.844). The result, according to Petrik (2004) was that microchips 

allowed toys and games to be more interactive, three-dimensional, and complex, while play 

became more solitary and gender-specific. Furthermore, adolescent boys, rather than girls, 

were more likely to play electronic toys and computer games. In the new digital media 

landscape of the moment, there has become a contemporary anxiety about children’s online 

vulnerability which ranges from anxieties about exposure to pornography, paedophiles, cyber 

bullies and others. Other online risks include privacy issues and sexting (UNICEF, Beger & 

Sinha, 2012), being exposed to malware or viruses, parental intrusion into their ‘private’ lives 

online, and their poor digital literacy skills (Third, et al., 2017).  

While mediators such as parents, guardians and teachers, without much direct experience of 

digital technologies, feed off their negative perceptions of digital technologies from sheer 

observation and stories from other relative sources, the legacy or mainstream media is a 

source of continued perpetuation of the moral panic and anxiety. Studies affirm the 

possibility that mainstream news reports influence parents’ and others’ negative perception of 

children’s use of digital technologies because they wield such influential power on society 

(Aubrun & Grady, 2000; Stern & Burke Odland, 2017). 

In making sense of children’s digital lifeworlds therefore, “the impact of technology on 

children’s lives has been both cursed and praised; and being ‘plugged in’ is often discussed as 

a major threat to their health and wellbeing” (Ergler, Kearns, Witten & Potter 2016, p.130). 

Reflecting on the opportunities and challenges of children’s digital media use, Third, et al. 

(2017, pp.14 –15) agrees that “the digital age brings both new opportunities and challenges 

for children, and digital media can operate to both enhance and infringe their rights.” They 

reason that: 
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The risks to children online are real, and they are particularly acute in the global 

South, where children are rapidly coming online, particularly via mobile 

platforms. And in many places, policy, legislative and regulatory instruments 

struggle to keep pace with rapid technological change. 

 

Dodge, et al. (2008) have argued that an increasingly mediated children’s world will 

engender a change in children’s identities of themselves. The authors posit that media, games 

and other simulations effectively constitute the reality that children occupy and the meanings 

that they make of that reality. Furthermore, it is interesting to note that scholars have raised 

other important assumptions about children in the digital era, such as issues related to moral 

panics (James & James, 2004; Qvortrup, 2005; Sefton-Green, 2006). The moral panic about 

children’s digital media use has given rise to a number of efforts to create “safe zones” for 

children including filtering, blocking, and monitoring software to safeguard children from 

harmful content or predators (Montgomery 2000, p.145). In a study that explored print and 

online news articles covering children’s use of social media, Stern and Burke Odland (2017) 

found that not only did the new media consistently portray children’s relationship with digital 

media as problematic and unhealthy, there was a stark undermining or complete absence of 

the self-expressive, creative, and communicative practices of teen social media users. In 

relation to the question of agency, the “coverage created a mediated reality that denied 

teenage agency and obscured the diversity of teenagers’ experiences and social media 

practices” (Stern & Burke Odland, 2017, p.505).  

 

Moreover, Livingstone (2014) explored the risky opportunities experienced online by 

children in urban and rural, public and private schools, aged 9 – 16 in Czech Republic, 

Romania, Spain and the UK, through cross-national interviews and focus groups. By 

introducing the notion of social media literacy, the study examines how children learn to 

negotiate the technological affordances and social dimensions of social media networks in 

determining what is risky and why. Results indicate that converged, networked and 

interactive media have become established in the lives of many children, but their social 

media literacy skills indicate some complexities. The youngest group in the study (aged 9-11) 

are generally inexperienced social networkers, they rely on their parents to keep them safe, 

and they are not very reflexive in their engagement with social networks. The oldest cohort 

(aged 14-16), reveal a growing autonomy from conformist peer norms and an increasing 

reflexivity in determining their own values as actors in their social worlds. In summary, 

social media literacy takes different forms depending on children’s age and social context. 
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Empirical studies within Africa 

In this section, a review of extant literature from within Africa is attempted, and this is 

approached thematically, due to the observation that studies from within the continent that 

focus on young people and digital technologies have tended to be biased along certain 

themes, and with a particular preference for older young people like undergraduate, 

university students. Six of such identified focal areas are discussed in the succeeding 

sections.  

 

Pessimistic views on influence of digital technologies on young people 

The glimmer of hope arising from a recent understanding of young people as active users and 

meaning makers in the digital age notwithstanding, studies have concentrated on the age-long 

moral panic which dominated research during the 1950s to 1980s. The point was made earlier 

that in the current digital media landscape, there is a growing new anxiety about children’s 

online vulnerability which ranges from anxieties about exposure to pornography, paedophilia, 

cyber bullying, etc. Despite the increasing penetration and adoption of digital media 

technologies around the world and in African societies, there is still growing apprehension 

about misuse or misappropriation of digital media such as mobile phones, social media and 

the Internet.  

 

These concerns are occasioned by a widespread belief and evidence that young people are 

immersed in the use of new digital technologies more than any other demographic, are more 

digitally connected, and are the most media literate of this generation as well as the most 

digital media savvy (Loubser, 2012; Third, et al., 2017). Another possible explanation for 

these concerns is the growing belief that there is a possible lack of skills and digital literacy 

among young people in terms of appropriation of technology (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; 

Third, et al., 2017).  

 

Onah and Nche (2014) investigated the moral implication of the phenomenon of social media 

among youth in Nigeria, and opined that social media has inadvertently given rise to moral 

problems in the country, including sexual promiscuity, Internet crime, indecent dressing and 

sexual harassment, loss of sense of sacredness of human life and neighbourliness, and 

impatience or get-rich-quick syndrome as the negative implications of new media use in 

Nigeria. Similarly, Kadiri and Muhammed (2011) problematised the relationship between the 
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media and children in Nigeria, by arguing that “children are not exposed to those hobbies 

their counterparts in developed countries are exposed to. There are few recreational facilities 

in most of these developing countries. This consequently makes them rely on viewing 

television as a past-time and hobby” (p.199). The authors highlight the practise where 

children in Nigeria “watch television and home videos for long hours immediately after 

closing from schools about 2.00 pm till late hours in the night” (p.199). The study showed a 

positive correlative coefficient between mass media and children’s behavioural problems. 

There was evidence also which indicates that children’s behavioural problems can be 

predicted from the amount of media children are exposed to.  

In exploratory research into the role of the new media, Basson, Makhasi and van Vuuren 

(2012) studied 490 secondary school children in the City of Tshwane (Pretoria) in South 

Africa. They found a steady and growing use of new media technologies such as mobile 

phones, social media and Internet among the children. The authors however stress that “the 

continuous development of information and communication technologies and rapid diffusion 

within the adolescent market create a number of challenges with regard to the protection of 

children” (p.392). There was evidence that nearly half of the adolescents (42.2%) have been 

approached by somebody for “something upsetting”. Other results confirm that the new 

media also have psychological and emotional dimensions and are not merely communication 

media. 

To reiterate, a number of the studies on young people’s relationship with digital technologies 

in Africa tended to have some predetermined bias towards the negative aspects of this 

relationship. Ephraim (2013) zeroed in on media reports and secondary data revealing cases 

of abuse on social media by youths and argues that social networks have severally been used 

as tools for perpetuating crimes such as cyberbullying and violence against girls and women. 

In this case, the study particularly stressed the need for the respect of the dignity and rights of 

other online users as well as the application of good cultural values and ethical behaviour 

while on social media platforms.  

On their part, Akanle, Adesina and Akarah (2016) chose to characterise the Internet as a 

double-edged sword. Following this notion, the study was biased towards examining “the 

cybercrime phenomenon (yahoo-yahoo in the local context) which has been on the rise in 

Nigeria and Africa since the last decade” (p.213). Data were collected through in-depth 
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interviews held with yahoo-yahoo boys and girls and cybercafé owners in Oyo State, 

Southwest of Nigeria. There were also five key informant interviews with security agents, 

and questionnaires distributed to 300 youths. It was found that Internet fraud is on the rise in 

Nigeria and is being perpetuated by young people who use the Internet for deception, 

imposition, impersonation and lies. The study attributes this scenario to socio-economic 

indices such as unemployment and poverty prevalent in the country.  

 

Similarly, Olowu and Seri (2012) investigated whether youths are becoming addicted to 

social networking sites. The study sampled and surveyed 1000 students from eight higher 

education institutions in Oyo State, Southwest Nigeria. Unsurprisingly, findings suggest that 

youths in Nigeria were spending too much time on social networking sites at the detriment of 

other essential activities such as their academics. Youths’ use of these social networking sites 

point towards obsession and social media platforms were found to have become essential 

media for communication and entertainment. 

 

Engaging youth for empowerment, academic and e-learning purposes 

Research literature on children and youth engagement with technology have in the same 

manner in which the pessimistic view of technology thrived, been saturated with notions of 

digital media as veritable platforms for youth empowerment and facilitation of academic and 

e-learning possibilities among young people in Africa. Since the late 90s and early 2000s 

when terms as digital natives, Generation X, the Millennials, Cyberkids, the Net Generation 

appeared in research literature, quite a number of scholars investigated the pedagogical and e-

learning models and possibilities. This was to account for the growing affinity, dynamics and 

affordances between children and new media technologies. A contradiction is thus created in 

research literature because of the almost equal research evidence focusing on the negative 

impact of new media on youth in Africa on the one hand, and the possibilities of new media 

for empowering youth academically, on the other. 

 

In Mauritius, to bridge the existing digital divide among various demographics, Internet 

kiosks had become alternative spaces for people’s satisfaction of certain gratifications. The 

locational convenience and cost of access of the internet kiosks set up by the government 

further make them widely used, according to a study by Pee, Kankanhalli & On Show (2010). 

Results of the field survey and theoretical analysis indicate firstly that most of the 
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respondents (approx. 54%) were young people aged 15 to 25 years old, had little experience 

and training with computers. Furthermore, self-efficacy, perceived ease of use, perceived 

usefulness, subjective norm and perceived behavioural control are significant in explaining 

ICT use among the respondents. 

 

Unlike Mauritius, youth in South Africa appear to be more connected to digital technologies. 

In a study of more than 290 first year students at two South African universities, Thinyane 

(2010) investigated the experience with digital technologies of first year students in 

comparison to similar studies undertaken in Australia on first year university students. 

Thinyane’s study aimed, among other things, to find out how these young people are 

engaging with technology for academic purposes. It was found that the young respondents 

were excited about the use of technology; however, the one tool that students had high level 

of access to (98.1%) and use of is the mobile phone. Of all uses of technology surveyed, tasks 

involving the mobile phone were ranked in the top two positions. It was this study’s 

conclusion “that not only are student bodies within one developing country heterogeneous, 

but there are dissimilarities between students’ experiences in developed and developing 

countries” (Thinyane, 2010, p.413). 

 

Fasae and Idowu (2016) investigated the use of social media for academic practices by 

science students of public universities in Southwest Nigeria. Adopting a quantitative 

methodology, the study surveyed 140 undergraduate students in three higher education 

institutions. Results indicate that Facebook remains the most popular and most used social 

media by the students and that two-thirds of them make use of social media daily to remain 

up-to-date with trending news and to deal with boredom, among other uses. In terms of their 

academics, the majority of the young people access relevant academic resources from Google 

via their mobile phones.  

 

In a similar study, Wickramanayake and Jika (2018) explored students’ perceptions, 

intentions, experiences, attitudes, opinions and barriers concerning social media use and 

impact of social media on their learning process. In a survey of over 200 students from three 

institutions in Gombe State in Nigeria, the study found that the students widely used mobile 

phones to access social media. Social media was popularly used for education, entertainment 

and communication among the students. It was also found that educational and informational 

communities were also preferred by students to other social media communities. The study 
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further revealed that effective social media usage among students enhanced their different 

types of skills including learning skills. 

 

While the last two studies focused on young people’s personal access to social media, 

Nwaocha (2011) paid attention to the institutional structures within higher education 

institutions in terms of technological advancement and improvement of students’ educational 

outcomes. In a study of 500 undergraduates sampled from five higher education institutions 

that included universities, polytechnics and colleges of education, it was found that 

undergraduates’ access to e-learning and e-lecture is significantly low. The availability of e-

learning and e-lecture equipment such as laptops, overhead projector, power-point, internet 

use at library and classroom, use of electronic textbooks, among others is at a dismal level. 

This situation is in sharp contrast with other contexts in South Africa, Senegal, Zimbabwe, 

Kenya, Botswana, Rwanda and Mauritius where ICT and e-learning development for 

education is flourishing and where university-based Internet system is used to support 

interactive studies7.    

 

Focusing more specifically on youth’s engagement with social media, Adaja and Ayodele 

(2013) examined the extent of usage of Facebook for academic purposes by undergraduate 

students of a Nigerian university in Ogun State. It found that only about two-thirds of the 

Nigerian youth who use Facebook do so for reasons other than exchange of academic 

material. The authors found it worrisome that only one-third of the respondents use Facebook 

for serious academic purposes. This finding is despite scholars’ position (such as Munoz & 

Towner, 2009, p.4) that “there are a number of unique features that make social media 

amenable to educational pursuits”. 

 

Uses and gratifications of youth engagement with digital technologies  

Quite a substantial amount of studies on young people’s engrossing practices with new media 

have focused on investigating the dominant uses and gratifications derived from their use of 

digital technologies such as mobile phones, games and broad social media platforms such as 

Facebook, Twitter, blogs, YouTube or social networks such as Instagram, LinkedIn, etc. 

There is a growing diffusion and adoption of mobile phones in South Africa, and Kreutzer 

                                                 

7 “An analysis of the e-Learning Africa 2015 report” – Available at https://www.tonybates.ca/2015/07/14/an-

analysis-of-the-e-learning-africa-2015-report/  

https://www.tonybates.ca/2015/07/14/an-analysis-of-the-e-learning-africa-2015-report/
https://www.tonybates.ca/2015/07/14/an-analysis-of-the-e-learning-africa-2015-report/
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(2009) based on the assumption that mobile technologies introduce a range of new 

possibilities for social networking and communication, political activism, and social 

development, surveyed 441 low-income school-going youth in nine schools in urban Cape 

Town, South Africa. The study discards the technological determinism theory, and explored 

the uses and gratifications of mobile phones by youth. The study found a widespread 

popularity of mobile phones among the children, plus an intensive use of these to access 

mobile Internet applications, at a far greater level than they report using desktop computers to 

access the Web. 

With a similar focus on mobile phones, Bowen, Green and James (2008) interrogated young 

people’s uses of digital technologies in Morocco. The study draws from theories of global 

culture and cosmopolitanism to examine the impact of mobile phones on the social and 

cultural spaces of a conservative country in North Africa. Drawing from over 50 interviews 

of young women aged 18–24, the study finds that mobile phones provide a substitute means 

for greater freedom of action. Findings suggest that young men and women valued phones for 

similar but also different reasons. For instance, women regard mobiles as facilitating their 

social relations, especially romantic relations, whereas young men want to own a mobile 

phone because it is cool technology. Because traditional social customs frowns at open 

display of romantic or sexual relations, “many young people are sexually frustrated and eager 

to imitate western behavioural patterns” (p.238). 

On a larger scale, UNICEF, Beger, Horeyda and Sinha (2011) examined as part of a series, 

the role of social networks in the lives of youth living in developing nations. Focusing on 

South Africa, their study presents the results of a quantitative survey conducted on MXit, the 

most widely used social networking platform in the country at the time. In a survey of over 

20,000 young people aged between 13 years and older, it was found that chatting to family, 

friends and strangers on MXit was much more commonly cited as the activity one does most 

at home as compared to other responses such as reading. It also revealed the high frequency 

with which MXit users interacted with strangers, chatting with the intention of finding a 

romantic relationship, and/or talking about their love lives and dating with other users.  

In a similar exploratory study, a part of the same series as the above study, compiled by the 

Young People Section at UNICEF New York through its Digital Citizenship and Safety 

project, UNICEF, Beger and Sinha (2012) examined the role of mobile technology in the 
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lives of adolescents and young people living in developing nations. Findings showed that 

South African residents rank as one of the highest users of mobile technology and mobile 

social networking in Africa. Although stationary Internet and computer ownership is still not 

widespread, 72 percent of South African adolescents aged 15 to 24 years have a cell phone, 

and there is a pronounced digital divide in relation to ownership of digital technologies, 

access and use occasioned by race, socioeconomic differences, and geography. 

 

Ndlela and Mulwo (2017) observe that there is an increasing accessibility of smartphones and 

mobile Internet in Kenya, in addition to social media becoming an integral part of everyday 

life for young people. Their study aims at advancing our understanding of how young people 

appropriate and use new social media platforms to connect, interact, communicate and 

engage on different issues. The study argues that the new social media configurations are 

invariably making possible access to alternative spaces, relatively free from traditional media. 

 

In Somali, Dhaha and Igale (2013) investigated the uses and gratifications obtained by 

Somali youth from using Facebook. The study employed online survey to collect data from a 

total of 311 respondents who were mostly in their early twenties. Results suggest that Somali 

youth are motivated by virtual companionship escape, interpersonal habitual entertainment, 

self-description and self-expression, information seeking, and passing time. The study found 

that apart from making light use of Facebook, Somali youth are motivated to use it for more 

serious agendas such as to describe the real situation in their country, to promote the 

country’s image and reputation, to give accurate information about the country, and to post 

news/events about the country.  

 

In Ufuophu-Biri (2013), students of higher institutions of learning in Delta State, Nigeria, 

were investigated regarding their perception and pattern of use of social media. Based on 

uses-and-gratification theory, the study surveyed and collected data from 5, 382 student 

respondents from across six institutions in Delta State. The findings show that the students 

made frequent use of and were adequately exposed to the social media. The students had 

positive perception of social media and used it for different purposes, ranging from informal 

to academic uses. 

 

On their part, Goodall, Ban, Birks and Clifton (2013) identified the extent that digital 

technologies can impact on the mental health of children and young people and highlighted 
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the risks and barriers that may impede the use of such technology. The study used a literature 

review methodology involving structured literature search from 1980 to 2012 in three major 

bibliographical databases. The analysis of data demonstrate that children and young people 

are engaging with digital technologies daily, and that they appropriate technology as a means 

of recreation and education. Furthermore, utilising digital technologies for accessing 

information on mental health issues is common among the young people aged 18-24years. 

The review illustrates that there are documented risks and benefits of digital technology use 

in the literature. These range from affected school performance, increased loneliness and 

social anxiety, to enhanced communication and broad social connections.  

 

Role of media (and new media) in shaping youth identities 

Another dimension to exiting body of work on the intersection of media and young people is 

the notion that the media play a role in shaping young people’s identities, whether for good, 

for bad or both. Studies have suggested that identity has many assumptions that are relevant 

to our understanding of young people’s engagement with digital technologies. Since what 

adolescents are exposed to during their youth, what skills they develop are very important in 

shaping their identities, the point must be made that one of the ways in which young people 

express their youthfulness in a contemporary youth culture is through new technologies and 

the media (Omenugha, Uzuegbunam & Ndolo, 2016). In Africa, the conventional, indigenous 

mass media are important to the everyday lives of young people; however, they have a 

restricted role in cultural negotiation.  

 

In a study of undergraduate students aged between 18 and 25 in universities in Nigeria, 

Omenugha, et al. (2016) investigated if and how media images through popular culture and 

the Internet influence young people’s socio-cultural behaviours and identities. Their mixed 

methodology approach revealed that the respondents were heavily exposed to the media, with 

the majority spending more time on the Internet than on any other media; and that this access 

to the Internet was mostly through their mobile phones. The findings of the study evidence 

the undeniable vicarious experience with media such as the Internet and other aspects of 

popular media. The young people constantly and consciously negotiate these exposures in 

their struggle to construct, create and constitute their own identities, rather than a blind 

following of trends disseminated through foreign media and the Internet. 
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Based on the assumption that “consumption of local media provides narrative and visual 

scripts to which alternative models of personhood and lifestyles of the everyday are 

imagined”, Steeneveldt’s (2006, p.3) study utilised in-depth interviews and observations to 

analyse identity formation through the media. Focusing on media consumption patterns, the 

study explores the role of media in perceptions of identity among Ethiopian migrants in 

Johannesburg. Results suggest that South African media – television, newspapers, radio and 

internet – is the main source of entertainment and information on one hand and contributes in 

assisting Ethiopian migrants to integrate into Johannesburg society. On the other hand, South 

African media may play an active part in enforcing the respondents’ social exclusion and 

marginalisation, since studies indicate negative representations of foreigners in South African 

media reinforce and establish xenophobic discourses.  

 

In a baseline project of South African youths aged 15 to 30 years, Duncan, Meijer, Drok, 

Garman, Strelitz, Steenveld, Bosch, Ndlovu and Media Tenor (2013) investigated the ways in 

which various forms of media, including new media, shape youth identity. Combining 

surveys, content analysis and focus groups, the study found among other things, that the top 

three media most relevant to respondents are radio, social media and Google or other search 

engines. On the question of construction of social identities, the youths show a worrying 

stance in which they reflect a lack of faith in and need of mainstream news media. These 

were considered irrelevant because they do not support them to make sense of specific 

contexts in their lives. Inadvertently, South African youth reflect low levels of political 

activity and engagement; as a result, they need support in developing some civic identity.  

 

In quite a similar fashion, but this time addressing young men and digital technologies, 

Schoon (2014) investigated the ICT practices of 33 young hip hop artistes in their 20s in the 

township area of Grahamstown, South Africa, using ethnography. Findings indicate how they 

work collectively to record and mix music using makeshift digital components sourced from 

parts of discarded old PCs, design posters, album covers and avatars, and then distribute these 

through their phones via Bluetooth and online social media. Their practices with digital 

technologies tie with their identity formation: the alternative support provided by digital 

technologies in enhancing and disseminating their craft ensures that they do not succumb to 

the pressures of unemployment. 
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In van der Linde (2011), the primary aim was to examine the mediating role that MXit plays 

in the identity formation of 16-18-year-olds. The study builds on the assumption that not 

much is known about the social impact of social networks like MXit on adolescents’ 

identities when this usage is so deeply embedded in the relational exchanges of teens’ 

everyday experiences. Van der Linde argues that MXit has been embraced so enthusiastically 

by these youths because it provides the platform to address adolescents’ latent needs for 

consistent intimate and sexual relations, identification with similar others, and a deep-seated 

sense of identification with oneself as an autonomous agent. The author further makes the 

important point that “the expression of a personal identity is facilitated by the autonomy, 

privacy and relative anonymity of MXit’s mediated interactions, which allow teens to fashion 

their digital identities in ways that may be incongruent to their physical markers of offline 

identity” (p.161).  

The foregoing review suggests that access and exposure to the Internet and “social 

technology are reshaping social and public life and today’s teenagers are experiencing this as 

a core part of growing up” (boyd, 2010, p.102). From whatever vantage point this is 

perceived or viewed, one thing is increasingly evident – young Internet users are working out 

ways in which they can shape their identities online without obvious guidelines or templates 

(Hannon and Tims, 2010). 

New (social) media as alternative spaces for socio-political activism 

Several studies have been conducted on the possibility of young audiences engaging new 

media in general, and social media specifically, as alternative spaces for social and political 

activism. Research literature is saturated with new insights and evidence from various case 

studies and contexts about the ways in which the Internet and social media platforms are 

expanding previously restricted forms of political and social activism. This stimulating 

romance between the new media and the young people arose following perhaps the impacts 

of globalisation and transgression of former hegemonies and repressing structures using 

digital technologies. 

From mid 2000s, research literature had focused on the political revolutions and uprisings 

taking place in parts of the world, mostly precipitated by new media technology and its 

increasing diffusion.  The Arab Spring and the Occupy Movements remain classic and most 
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cited instances to demonstrate this potential. In North African countries such as Tunisia and 

Egypt, new media technologies like social media and the mobile phone had facilitated the 

organisation of civil society by allowing a timely exchange of opinions and ideas (Abdelhay, 

2012). Furthermore, Tunisian and Egyptian protesters’ sophisticated use of online social 

media like Facebook and Twitter to mobilise pro-democracy social movements and start a 

revolution (Abdelhay, 2012) resulted in the dismantling of Mubarak’s 30-year regime 

(Bosch, 2013). This and other exemplars from elsewhere confirm the general and widening 

belief that digital technology has become a key alternative tool for activism. 

Focusing on how the spread of new Information and Communications Technology in North 

Africa (Arab countries) had shaped the mobilisation of young people in Tunisia and Egypt in 

the uprisings of 2011, Abdelhay (2012) examined the use of the Internet and mobile phone as 

tools for building democracy and social change. Findings indicate that the spread and use of 

new ICTs is having an enormous impact on societal and political changes in North Africa. 

Further evidence shows that social media played a major role in bringing down long-standing 

dictatorships by challenging government-imposed media controls and provided activists with 

new tools for organising protests, disseminating updates to journalists, bloggers and activists, 

and generally encouraging media coverage. 

Walton and Donner (2011) investigated mobile mediated political participation of youth 

during the national elections of 2009 in South Africa. The political event reflected two 

profound changes in the global communications environment: the widespread adoption of 

mobile telephony in the global South and the rise of social media. Their study described 

different kinds of mobile mediated political participation observed during the national 

elections: SMS ‘wars’ in the run-up to the election, ‘.mobi websites’ hosted by political 

parties, inclusion of the political content on mobile social network Mig33 and exclusion from 

its counterpart/competitor, MXit. The Youth League of the incumbent political party, African 

National Congress adopted an unofficial but effective mobile social network campaign to 

target some of the country’s 1.3 million first time youth voters, taking a cue from its 

opposition party. This study thus demonstrates how mobile social architectures can both 

facilitate and curtail aspects of political participation. While some systems such as viral and 

broadcast SMS messages are ephemeral and virtually invisible to non-participants, other 

systems like mobile websites are flexible, public, discoverable, and archivable. 
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Despite hitherto scholarly documentation of a general apathy and disinterestedness in politics 

among young people, studies are increasingly producing evidence that links steady growth in 

political participation and political expression to young people’s use of social media. With 

social media platforms becoming popular in African countries, youth are turning to mobile 

phones due to its affordability and affordances, to connect to mobile Internet and access 

social media (Willems, 2016; Mano & Willems, 2017).  

 

Bosch (2013) explored how Facebook is used by South African youth, with particular 

reference to their political participation and engagement, against the backdrop of research 

evidence that shows a declining involvement of young people in political processes, since 

democratic elections in 1994. The study draws on a multipronged methodology – survey, 

focus groups and a qualitative content analysis of Facebook pages of youth between 15 and 

30 years. Findings corroborate earlier notions of lack of interest in politics, general distrust of 

mainstream media, waning interest in news, and more importance attached to entertainment 

and popular culture. Findings also indicate that the youth received most of their political 

news from Facebook or Twitter status updates. In addition, “despite their non-participation in 

political activities on or offline, their use of Facebook specifically reflects a degree of 

subactivism, which is an important dimension of citizenship and democracy” (Bosch 2013, 

p.128). This means that young people are critical of government and mainstream political 

processes and that social media increasingly provide them avenues for alternative forms of 

participation and political expression.  

 

Subactivism was also reflected in South African youth’s use of social media, in a similar 

study on social media and youth by Bosch (2016). The youth were seen in this case as 

changing the status quo and exhibiting active and self-determined form of political 

engagement, albeit on a different platform and in an educational setting. The study uses a 

South African student-led protests known as ‘Rhodes Must Fall’ which took place at the 

University of Cape Town and in which they campaigned for the removal of the statue of 

British colonialist Cecil John Rhodes, a memory that was argued to have promoted 

institutionalized racism on the campus. The study through content and network analyses of 

tweets, found that despite the digital divide in South Africa and limited access to the internet, 

Twitter was central to youth participation during the RMF campaign, thus enabling black 

young South Africans, especially, opportunity to participate in political discussions, as well 
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as discussions of broader socio-political issues of relevance in contemporary South African 

society. 

 

A study by Uzuegbunam (2015) supports some of the findings by Bosch (2013) when it 

found that Nigerian youth tend to make more personal, trivial and entertaining use of 

Facebook, rather than the assumed serious engagement when it comes to politics. Using 

survey and focus groups, the study investigated the extent to which undergraduate students 

are exposed to and make use of social media, and whether these uses translate to some social 

transformation in the society. Further results indicate that the level of awareness, exposure 

and use of Facebook is quite high and informed; however, some clicktivist and slacktivist 

tendencies (Morozov, 2010) were found in the young people’s use of social media and this 

forecloses any possibility of their using same for profound social change, political 

emancipation and democratic citizenship.  

 

Further studies in other contexts in Africa equally highlight the extent to which ICTs and 

social media are being utilised by youth to engage politically, interact and contribute to socio-

political development of their countries. Jäntti (2015) studied the what and the wherefores of 

Kenyan youth’s use of social media, their motivations and the impact on civic life such as 

politics and citizenship, and their potential to use social media for developmental purposes. 

Thirteen semi-structured interviews were conducted among young adults in Nairobi Kenya, 

with the results revealing that social media have been used in many ways and for various 

purposes. However, there are some individual differences found within the groups. For 

instance, differences in usage was discovered among middle class young adults and other 

classes, consequently bringing up the question of digital divide in relation to digital literacy 

skills of users from dissimilar socio-economic groups. Like the South African as well as 

Nigerian cases (Bosch, 2013; Uzuegbunam, 2015), social media was found to be used mainly 

for entertainment, social and informational purposes and respondents equally utilise social 

media to manifest different forms of civic and political participations. This study supports 

earlier debates in literature that young adults merely have new ways of participation, despite 

their apparent passivity and indifference.  

Digital technologies in children’s lives: A global perspective 

Studies on young people and children and their media use patterns have had a long research 

history. Previous studies have looked extensively on the place the mass media occupy in 
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children’s lives and especially the impact of television viewing on their socialisation, 

behaviour and cognitive development. More current research literature focuses on children’s 

use of digital technologies in many parts of the world and what this means for their 

childhoods, digital cultures and identity, digital rights, online safety, digital policies and 

scholarship. No doubt, digital technologies are part of children’s everyday life and 

increasingly feature within academics’ research practice (Ergler, et al., 2016, pp.129 – 136).  

Smartphones, tablets, computers, digital cameras and video games and so on are altering the 

ways in which children engage with their physical and social surroundings and how 

researchers capture and give voice to children’s contemporary lived experiences (Ergler, et 

al., 2016). Children and young people have unwittingly been diagnosed as media multi-

taskers and the most media literate of all populations. Children are equally believed to be 

spending more time with various kinds of media than with parents, physical activity, 

homework, chores etc. (Dodge, Barab, Stuckey, Warren, Heinselt & Stein, 2008; Vandewater 

& Lee, 2009).  

Notably, over time there have been moral panics as well as anxieties from parents, teachers, 

educators and researchers over the long-term effects of children’s media use. While there 

have remained concerns over children’s use of mainstream media, the attention seems more 

pronounced and magnified today, as well as shifted to the advances of the [new] digital media 

technologies. Advances such as broadband Internet access, low cost computers, and other 

devices are changing the landscape of how youth use technology (Dodge et al., 2008). Within 

the last 20 years, the proliferation of new digital media and the immersion of children and 

young adults in its use have created a very different landscape with the Generation X 

(Grimley & Allan, 2010).  

In America, from the 1950s when television viewing became popular, to the 1980s when 

video players and computers became ubiquitous, and until date when digital technologies 

(iPads, mobile phones, social networks and tablets) are in full bloom, concerns have risen 

steadily over the influence of media in American families. Vandewater & Lee (2009, p.1152) 

reporting from surveys conducted by the Kaiser Family Foundation in 2003 and 2005, reveal 

that 99% of families with children own televisions, 97% own video or DVD players, more 

than 80% own a video game system, and 86% own a computer. Their research concludes that 

American children are growing up in increasingly media- and technology-saturated 
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environments. A 2009 nationally representative survey sponsored by Pew Internet and 

American Life Project and reported by Xie (2014) – showed that social network sites and 

mobile phones have become increasingly important in American teenagers’ lives. The results 

indicate that SNS adoption and mobile personal talk can not only enhance teenagers’ close 

ties with friends, but also jointly promote teenagers’ civic engagement. 

 

In a qualitative study of American (eastern and western USA) teenagers, Hundley & Shyles 

(2010) explored their perceptions of digital devices (cellphones, video game systems, and the 

Internet) and their awareness of the functions they serve in their lives. They found that the 

participants were keenly aware of digital devices and features, even when some of them did 

not own them, they are aware of the various uses as well as the risks inherent in those uses. 

The majority of them owned such devices as cellphones, digital cameras, video games, and 

video playing devices, and these helped in their socialisation process. 

 

UK children’s active and significant access to and use of digital technologies was 

exemplified in two related studies with almost 10 years difference in timeline. In a study of 

older children, Livingstone, Bober, and Helsper (2005) found that only 3% of UK 9-19-year 

olds have never used the internet, as vast majority of them have access to the internet, a 

similar figure to that found in the EU and USA (according to the study). The study also 

recorded evidence of digital divides due to dissimilar socio-economic status and ethnicity. 

Because of this, children and young people from more advantaged homes were more likely to 

use the internet and to use it more often and for longer, etc.  

 

In an EU-sponsored study almost a decade later, Livingstone, Marsh, Plowman, 

Ottovordemgentschenfelde and Fletcher-Watson (2014) studied ten families in the United 

Kingdom from London, Sheffield and Edinburgh with at least one child aged 6 to 7. The aim 

was to examine children’s digital technology use including engagement with tablets, 

computers, gaming consoles and other devices. Among other things, the authors discovered 

that young children led active, varied lives in which technology played an important part. 

Children used portable devices to watch films, videos and television programmes, including 

streaming, on-demand and catch-up services. Educational apps were not commonly used by 

children; children accessed a limited number of websites (Google, YouTube, CBeebies, 

Wikipedia), usually assisted or overseen by parents or older siblings.  
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In a recent study, Livingstone, Mascheroni and Staksrud (2017) reflect critically on the past 

body of research on children’s Internet use with case study of the three phases of research by 

the EU Kids Online network from 2006 to 2014. The study affirms that by mid-2000s, funds 

were made available to take the study of children’s use of the Internet and other digital 

technologies in the EU seriously. By 2009, available research evidence had reached 390 

European studies. The research priorities included understanding the implications of evolving 

platforms and devices; developing more complex accounts of children’s digital skills and 

literacy; tracking shifting practices of parental mediation, from television to the Internet; and 

emerging risks and opportunities. In the current scheme of things, the research agenda no 

longer concerns children’s relationship with the Internet as a medium but, more profoundly, it 

concerns their relationship with the world as mediated by the Internet in specific and dynamic 

ways.  

 

In a study of 38 children aged 6 to 9 in first and second grade in a semi-rural school in 

Western Canada, Johnson (2010) assessed the adoption and use of Internet and its tools by 

children, including the children’s perception of the extent of their Internet use. Her results 

suggested that in general, more children used the Internet at school than at home, but home-

based use was more often perceived as enjoyable. Three patterns of Internet use emerged 

suggesting three types of young users: home-based users, school-oriented information seekers 

and school-oriented communicators. 

 

In Asia, in survey of 1874 adolescents across five East Asian cities namely Hong Kong, 

Singapore, Seoul, Taipei and Tokyo, Jung, Lin & Kim (2012) examined the extent to which 

adolescents were getting connected to the Internet in relation to their use of mainstream 

media such as television, radio and newspapers. The study found that communication and 

entertainment are the main uses of the internet among adolescents; the internet and television 

co-exist as their main channels for entertainment and communication. Ultimately, these 

adolescents used more than one medium to fulfil a specific goal in their lives. 

 

Like Jung, at al. (2012), Bittman, Rutherford, Brown & Unsworth (2011) explored the 

intersection between new and old media and children’s outcomes. Using data from the 

Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC), they analysed the development of 

vocabulary and traditional literacy in Australian children aged 0 to 8 years; their access to 

digital devices, parental mediation practices and children’s use of digital devices as recorded 
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in time-diaries. Finally, they assessed the association between patterns of media use and 

family contexts on children’s learning. Their analyses show the significant place that digital 

technologies occupy in children’s lives, the importance of the parental context in framing 

media use for acquiring vocabulary, and finally suggest that computer (but not games) use is 

associated with more developed language skills.  

 

In addition, Heim, Brandtzæg, Kaare, Endestad and Torgersen (2007) explored the access to 

and use of several media technologies among 825 Norwegian schoolchildren between 10 and 

12 years of age. They found that children engage with different kinds of media activities and 

some of these are significantly related to psychosocial factors. However, these correlations 

were in general quite small, and entertainment usage was associated with low scholastic 

competence. In other parts of Europe such as Spain, Espinosa, Medina & Gonzalez (2015) 

studied patterns of the use of digital media among children aged between 7 and 10 years old 

and pre-teenagers aged between 11 and 12 years old, in addition to parental control of their 

digital media consumption. Findings indicate that digital media is a significant part of their 

lives. Catalan children use a wide range of devices every day and their access to the Internet 

is not limited only via a PC at home. The older children (11 to 12 especially) spend more 

time online and have more desires and probabilities of using Internet with a mobile phone, 

whereas the device is a great aspiration between the young children who do not possess a 

smartphone (Espinosa, et al., 2015, p.157). They do their homework while they chat with 

friends, browse the Internet while watching TV, and make heavy uses of the social media 

mostly due to social pressure from peers.  

 

The Institute for Culture and Society at Western Sydney University, UNICEF New York and 

a network of 26 UNICEF Country Offices and National Committees championed a large-

scale study of 490 children aged 10–18, from 26 different countries including Bangladesh, 

Central African Republic, DRC, Guatemala, Japan, Malaysia, Nigeria, Paraguay, Senegal, 

Republic of Korea, Thailand, Uruguay, etc. Aside from a policy objective tied to UNICEF’s 

global vision, a key aim undergirded the project: to generate qualitative evidence about the 

ways they access, use and make sense of digital media in the contexts of their everyday lives. 

Through a series of youth-centred, participatory activities including surveys, short-answer 

questions, creative exercises (e.g., drawing), scenario-based exercises and small group 

discussions, the findings by Third et al. (2017) demonstrate that adolescents around the world 

are thinking in nuanced and sophisticated ways about the complex, positive and negative 
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potentialities of digital technologies, not just for their own immediate experiences but also for 

those of their ‘communities’. Similarly, social, cultural and economic divides profoundly 

shape the likelihood that adolescents will experience the positive impacts of technology-

based innovation for their education. 

From the foregoing research evidence, there is an indication that using the Internet, especially 

the World Wide Web and other new media technology, has become a routine for many 

children and youth in many parts of the world. For example, the Internet is used by teenagers 

and older youths as a tool to communicate, to seek educational resources and other 

information, to shop, to access entertainment and to achieve various other important goals 

(Jung, et al., 2012). In the United States, 93 percent of adolescents aged 12–17 were online in 

2009, which was the highest penetration rate among all age groups (Jones and Fox, 2009). 

Similarly, in East Asia, Jung, Kim, Lin & Cheong (2005) note that the internet penetration of 

adolescents in Korea, Taiwan and Singapore had already reached 90% by the year 2001.  

In Australia according to data by Australian Communications and Media Authority (2008) 8, 

Internet and broadband access was higher in households with 14 – 17-year olds (96 percent 

internet; 84 percent broadband). Media Awareness Network (2006)9 had reported that 

approximately 20 percent of Canadian nine-year-old children access the Internet through their 

own personal computers. All these are indicative of the reality that children’s lives in the past 

decade, especially those from the developed world, are increasingly becoming technology-

rich. This is worthy of some extra attention, especially to consider how other children in other 

climes not very evident in literature, access or use and appropriate the digital media.  

Identified gaps in literature and practise 

A scant body of work exists on the digital landscape of developing economies, and 

particularly children’s practices with digital technologies in parts of Africa. While several 

studies have been conducted in the global North over the last few decades, and several 

research institutes and bodies focusing on children and young people studies exist, enquiry 

into the digital practices and experiences of children in contexts such as Africa only started to 

8 “Internet use and social networking by young people” - https://www.acma.gov.au/-/media/Research-and-

Analysis/Report/pdf/no1_internet_use_social_networking_young_people-pdf.pdf?la=en  
9 “Young Canadians in a wired world”, phase II –  

https://mediasmarts.ca/sites/mediasmarts/files/pdfs/publication-report/full/YCWWII-trends-recomm.pdf  

https://www.acma.gov.au/-/media/Research-and-Analysis/Report/pdf/no1_internet_use_social_networking_young_people-pdf.pdf?la=en
https://www.acma.gov.au/-/media/Research-and-Analysis/Report/pdf/no1_internet_use_social_networking_young_people-pdf.pdf?la=en
https://mediasmarts.ca/sites/mediasmarts/files/pdfs/publication-report/full/YCWWII-trends-recomm.pdf
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gain traction from about a decade ago, and there is no indigenous research institute or 

research body on the continent which focuses on children and young people, yet. UNICEF 

Office of Research, European Union and various other donor organisations support projects 

such as EU Kids Online, Global Kids Online, EuroChild, and Parenting for a Digital Future; 

however, the African continent does not boast of any similar projects yet. 

 

Although, it must be recognised that a relative body of work and scholarship exists which 

focuses on the broader context of children and media in Africa, and on the economic and 

technological aspects of use and access, digital divides, and the potentiality of new media to 

support societal development and e-commerce. Some of this include: Sey, 2011; de Bruijn, et 

al., 2009; Burrell, 2012; Archambault, 2013; Chuma, 2014; Lemphane & Prinsloo, 2014). 

Yet, it would appear that there are not enough indigenous scholars and institutions making 

inroads into the new media as it relates to children studies10. 

 

In addition, arguably, existing studies on the digital practices of young people in Africa have 

mainly focused on older category of young people like university students; and on specific 

digital technologies such as mobile phones or social media and their impacts. These studies 

appear to have focused primarily on fixed premises, without a consideration of the broader 

architecture of the digital landscape: the various forms of digital technologies used by 

children and their everyday practices with them, and taking account of their preferences, 

perceptions, the role of mediators and questions of agency. Studies focusing on the older 

category of young people like university students arguably have equally tended to fall within 

the following common themes which have been reviewed in this chapter: negative influence 

of the media; Internet use for academic and e-learning opportunities; influence of Internet and 

social media advertising; uses and gratifications of youth engagement with social media; 

media (and new media) and youth identities; and how social media provides arenas for 

political communication. 

 

Arguably, only very few studies (e.g. UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Byrne, Kardefelt-

Winther, Livingstone & Stoilova, 2016; Third, et al., 2017; UNICEF Ghana, 2017) have 

engaged with younger category of children (e.g. adolescents) or attempted a more holistic 

                                                 

10 The researcher shed more light on the issue in a published Op-Ed available here: 

http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/research-on-african-digital-cultures-are-childrens-voices-missing  

http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/research-on-african-digital-cultures-are-childrens-voices-missing
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investigation of young people’s everyday lived experience with digital technologies in Africa. 

Notably, these studies were either conducted in collaboration with UNICEF or executed as 

part of a multi-country project by UNICEF in which some African countries featured. In 

addition, only a few African countries have so far been covered by such research projects – 

mainly Kenya, Ghana, South Africa. This presents a gap which the present study potentially 

hopes to fill, although insufficient in not only Africa where there exists a scant evidence to 

support children’s practices with technology, but crucially in Nigeria where there is a 

resonant paucity of and apathy towards research and scholarship in children and media 

studies.  

 

Secondly, this study focuses on three dominant digital technologies namely mobile phones, 

computers and the Internet, and at the same time, explores variables such as access, 

preferences and perceptions, uses and outcomes, agency and identity within rural and urban 

Nigerian contexts. Among other things, this study is significant because only very few studies 

(e.g. Schofield-Clark, 2009; Dias, Brito, Ribbens, Daniela, Rubene, Dreier, Gemo, Di Gioia, 

Chaudrou, 2016) have explored the role played by gatekeepers and mediators of young 

children’s access and engagement with digital technologies both within and outside Africa.  

 

To investigate the research questions of this thesis as outlined above, the study relies on a 

methodological framework informed by the sociology of childhood research tradition as well 

as a multi-methods approach. In terms of data analyses, the study is supported by theoretical 

positioning of domestication or technology appropriation. The next chapter discusses both the 

theoretical framework as well as the details of the methodological processes and decisions 

followed throughout the study.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Theoretical framework and methodology 

 

Introduction 

On the one hand, a theoretical framework is “the foundation, the grounding base, the anchor 

from which all knowledge is constructed for a research study, serving as the structure and 

support for the rationale, the purpose, the research questions, and most importantly, the 

methods and analysis.” (Grant & Osanloo, 2014, p.12). On the other hand, methodology is a 

“research strategy that translates ontological and epistemological principles into guidelines 

that show how research is to be conducted” and the principles, procedures, and practices that 

govern research (Tuli, 2010, p.102).  

 

This chapter focuses on the theoretical assumptions and underpinnings as well as the research 

approaches which form the foundation of this study in a bid to construct a plan of action that 

helped to answer the research questions. Here, the theoretical basis, plans, principles and 

procedures employed are articulated, up to data collection and analyses. The content of the 

chapter reveals the intersection of the researcher’s epistemological assumptions, frameworks, 

research designs and specific methods. More than anything else, the aim of the chapter is to 

tell the story of the researcher’s journey from negotiating theories, methodological decision-

making to data collection, while highlighting the various processes and challenges involved 

in negotiating access to the actual participants used in both the focus groups and the surveys 

conducted.  

Negotiating the theoretical frame: ‘the child-centred approach’ 

Finding a fitting ‘theoretical home’ for this study was challenging. With a plethora of 

possible theories and frameworks already utilised and tested by existing studies on new 

media and technology usage including but not limited to, technology acceptance model, 

diffusion of innovations, uses-and-gratifications, technological determinism, digital literacy, 

etc., the temptation to gravitate towards the ‘familiar’ terrain was present. Considering that 

most of these theories have become dated and inadequate in accommodating the 

interdisciplinary nuance in engaging with contemporary phenomena in media scholarship, 

this study explores possibilities outside the saturated and familiar terrain that characterises 

such old theories such as uses-and-gratifications. Indeed, scholars have highlighted the 
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struggle experienced by doctoral students who often face theoretical confusion, lack of 

knowledge, and frustration with respect to finding a theoretical framework and understanding 

how to apply it throughout the dissertation (Grant & Osanloo, 2014, p.12).  

Ultimately, the challenge with negotiating an appropriate theoretical framework was resolved 

through the conscious, deliberate, and honest decision made to rethink and reflect upon the 

research objectives, research rationale, key concepts (such as notions of ‘practices’, ‘lived 

experience’, ‘agency’ and ‘children’), methodology and the key findings. This meant that the 

journey was a long one and hence, benefitted a great deal from patience and constant 

reflection. The use of initial conceptual framework also proved useful in propelling the study 

when the theoretical framework was yet to be fleshed out and decided upon (Grant & 

Osanloo, 2014). 

In the end, it became possible to observe the striking connection between this study’s 

emphasis on children’s feedback and the ways in which the findings demonstrate that their 

uses and significant outcomes with digital technologies, the role of their parents and other 

mediators, and questions of agency and identity, link strongly to the wider frame of the child-

centred approach and technology domestication. In the attempt to therefore explore the 

practices and lived experience of children with digital media, this study approaches the 

terrain not with the moral panic lens of the old times and old research paradigm, but with a 

clear-sighted, contemplative, and dispassionately critical lens. Hence, the study takes a child-

focused approach which finds its roots in the new sociology of childhood research tradition.  

The new sociology of childhood research tradition emphasises a child-centred methodology 

designed to recognise children’s voices and experience (James, Jenks, & Prout, 1998). 

Sefton-Green (2006) observes that the new sociology of childhood has concentrated on the 

positioning of children and young people as having agency or power in contradistinction to 

classic descriptions of these social groups as passive objects of adult supervision. What this 

means is that contrary to the era of moral panics and passive media audiences, children living 

in the globalised/digital age are becoming autonomous entities, active/proactive media users 

and participators in meaning-making and construction of identity of themselves. 

This approach, distinct from the earlier paradigms of developmental psychology championed 

by Jean Piaget, and socialisation theory, suggests the need for a rethinking of how children 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

93 University of Cape Town, South Africa 

and childhood are considered, studied and analysed. The child was viewed as a novice, an 

untamed threat and passive member of society (Corsaro, 2005); a vulnerable, innocent social 

unit “undergoing a crucial but fragile process of cognitive and social development” 

(Livingstone, 2011, p.3). As a response against these dominant framing of the child, the 

(new) sociology of childhood emerged in the 1980s and 1990s to reconstitute a child as a 

subject rather than object, as a ‘being’ rather than a ‘becoming’, and to argue that childhood 

is a social construction (Quennerstedt & Quennerstedt, 2014).  

Moreover, Corsaro (2005) in his book, The Sociology of Childhood notes that the resurgence 

of interest in childhood in sociological studies arose from two key occurrences. First is based 

on historian and medievalist, Philippe Ariẻs’s ground-breaking work on the history of 

childhood (Centuries of Childhood, 1962). Philippe Ariẻs had argued that awareness about 

children and the nature of childhood were virtually absent from medieval paintings; that 

childhood was a social construction; and that historians ought to take children and their lives 

seriously (Corsaro, 2005). This seminal work prompted many historians and sociologists to 

begin to adopt children’s voices and views in research. The second reason for the resurgence 

of interest in childhood is based on the consideration of other subordinate groups namely 

minorities and women. Corsaro (2005, p.6) argues that “unlike other subordinate groups, 

children have no representatives among sociologists; however, the work of feminists and 

minority scholars has, at least indirectly, drawn attention to the neglect of children”. 

In the new paradigm, the following features are germane, according to James and Prout 

(1997): childhood is understood as a social construction; childhood is a variable of social 

analysis; children’s relationships and cultures are worthy of study in their own right; children 

should be seen as active social agents; ethnography is a useful method for the study of 

childhood; studying childhood involves an engagement with the process of reconstructing 

childhood in society (cited in Kehily, 2008, p.7-12).  

Within research literature, the trajectory and the phases of research on audiences and the 

media have been evident: from the passive audience and moral panic era (bullet theory of 

media effects) to the active audience (limited effects era). Following the debates from the 

bullet-like effect era to the new audience studies paradigm, scholars have shifted attention to 

a re-imagination of media users and audiences including children, as both subjects and agents 

within a socio-cultural milieu. In this new imagination – the new audience paradigm and the 
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new sociology of childhood – there is a shift from focusing on media commentaries and a 

romance with the negative impacts of media and technology on children. Here, “researchers 

have taken a less exclusively problem-focused approach” (Wilson, 2016, p.282), and are 

adopting a new thinking of children as “full human beings, invested with agency, integrity 

and decision-making capacity” (Jamieson & Pendlebury, 2011, p.71). 

 

The decision to take a child-focused approach is also inspired by the work of some scholars, 

key of which include, Livingstone & Bober (2003); Ito, Horst, Bittanti, boyd, Herr-

Stephenson, Lange, Pascoe & Robinson (2008); Livingstone & Haddon (2009); Livingstone 

(2014); Livingstone & Sefton-Green (2016); Third, et al. (2017). The child-centred approach 

to studying children and media offers opportunity for children and young people to be 

observed, albeit through an unexaggerated prism, as active audiences or users, with autonomy 

and agency, and as a group with the capacity to play a role in their everyday practices and 

engagement with media and technology. This is fitly captured in the words of Livingstone 

and Bober (2003, p.6-7): 

Taking a ‘child-centred’ focus… we need an account of the changing conditions 

of childhood, together with an analysis of how children themselves play a role – 

through their imaginative responses, their creative play, their micro-practices of 

daily life… Particularly, this approach avoids construing children as passive or 

vulnerable rather than as agents in their own right, although nor should their oft-

claimed sophistication in internet use be exaggerated. 

 

In taking this decision a step further, the study draws on the framework of domestication and 

technology appropriation theory. Both the new sociology of childhood research tradition 

(child-centred approach) and the domestication theory overlap in the ways in which they 

highlight the agency and capability of children. Moreover, in taking a child-centred approach, 

the dynamics of children’s domestication and appropriation of digital technologies in 

everyday life could be neatly studied and analysed. The domestication theory is a 

multidisciplinary approach used to describe the processes by which innovations, particularly 

new technologies are appropriated, adapted or contextualised by users – who of course, are 

bound to have different characteristics depending on their personality and geography.  

 

Attributed to scholars such as Silverstone, Hirsch and Morley (1992) in their influential work 

on domestication theory, the concept is also called appropriation and adaptive structuration 

(Donner, Gitau & Marsden, 2011, p.578) and focuses on how technologies are integrated into 

everyday life and adapted to daily practices, particularly from the domestic standpoint. The 
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theory was a response and a challenge to, beginning from the 1980s in the fields of science 

and technology and media and communication studies, the singular narrative of theories such 

as technological determinism which preach socio-technological change (Silverstone, 2006). 

The key argument was that it became “evident that technological innovation was not a matter 

only of production, and that consumption and use are essential components of the innovation 

process.” (Silverstone & Haddon, 1996, p.2). Within the domestication framework therefore, 

emphasis is on “the meanings that people attribute to technologies, as well as how they use 

them – that is, both the material and the symbolic aspects of technology.” (Lievrouw, 2009, 

p.313). 

 

Aside from the most referenced source and origin of the domestication concept (i.e. 

Silverstone, et al., 1992) which involved “‘domesticating ICTs’ when bringing them into the 

home” (Haddon, 2007, p.2), many several studies and scholarly work have been done from 

the theoretical perspective of domestication and appropriation, particularly as it relates to 

technology or digital media usage among diverse users (Gougoulis, 2003; Bolin, 2010; 

Donner, et al., 2011; Sey, 2011; Chiumbu, 2012; Correa, 2014; Pallitt, 2013; Birkland, 2013; 

Walton, 2014).  

Research methods 

Generally, the methodological principles and procedures followed in this study were 

informed by and drawn from the child-centred (the new sociology of childhood) approach 

espoused by sociologists such as Corsaro (2005). Here, “the general trend is research with or 

for children” which repositions children as the subjects, rather than the objects of research, 

and reflects a direct concern to capture children’s voices, perspectives, interests, and rights as 

citizens” (Corsaro, 2005, p.45). The overarching idea in this methodology is that children 

must be perceived as social actors with autonomy and rights; hence, methods must be adapted 

and made to fit their particularities.  

 

Hence, although this study adopted a mixed methods approach – specifically focus group 

discussion and survey – the qualitative method was the key method used because of the 

opportunity it afforded to “hear the children’s voices directly” (Haddon and Livingstone, 

2014, p.39). Livingstone and Bober (2003, p.7) focusing on UK children’s online experiences 

frames a methodological strategy similar to the one pursued in this study: 
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In framing a project with children, we have been guided by the following 

principles… empirical data should be collected from children directly, as part of 

working with (rather than upon) children; ethical aspects of the research require 

specific and careful attention; triangulation of qualitative and quantitative 

methods is vital particularly when researching private, domestic practices; 

rigorous, representative quantitative research is needed to permit generalisations 

to the population… 

Moreover, it must be noted that the study applied a bit of ethnography – through observation 

and self-reflexivity. By maintaining a level of “ethical mindfulness” (Warin, 2011, p.805) 

throughout the study, I applied a reflexive method in approaching both my initial interest in 

the study (referring to the prologue) and my positionality at the end of it (referring to the 

epilogue). My ethnographic (lived) experience of the children and their schools throughout 

the research process was equally applied and acknowledged during the analysis of the focus 

group interviews. The self-reflexive method was also important for this study since it ensured 

that a reasonable level of the ethical dilemmas – inherent in studies with children such as this 

– were faced with openness.

The rationale for adopting a mixed methods approach was based on the advice of Hansen and 

Machin (2013) who call for convergence and complementarity of methodologies by 

encouraging researchers to combine quantitative and qualitative methods in investigation of 

social phenomena. These two research paradigms have brought about two research cultures 

with “one professing the superiority of “deep, rich observational data and the other, hard, 

generalizable data” (Burke Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004, referencing Sieber, 1973, 

p.1335). On the one hand, the quantitative research paradigm comprises of research tradition

for which the primary aim is to determine the relationship between an independent variable 

and another set of dependent or outcome variables in a population (Singh, 2007). It is a 

research approach used for data gathering that allows for quantitative data and predictions to 

be generated and made, respectively. Quantitative approach provides precise, measurable, 

and numerical data. Examples include survey, content analysis, experiments, etc.  

On the other hand, the qualitative paradigm is a comprehensive approach encompassing 

many research methods such as interviews, focus groups, observations, ethnography, etc. It is 

both a technique for data collection and analysis which can “generate comprehensive 

description of processes, mechanisms, or settings...characterize participant perspectives and 

experiences” (Young & Hren, 2017). From Horsburgh’s (2002, p.308) standpoint, qualitative 
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research usually operates from the premise that total detachment on the part of the researcher 

is unattainable and that the researcher is an integral component of the entire process and 

product, as opposed to being a disembodied bystander with the capacity to provide an 

‘uncontaminated’ account. In contrast to quantitative research, the above point legitimizes the 

notion that “knowledge produced by quantitative method may be too abstract and general for 

direct application to specific local situations, contexts, and individuals” (Burke Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004, p.19). 

 

In summary, quantitative methodology is concerned with attempts to quantify social 

phenomena and collect and analyze numerical data and focuses on the links among a smaller 

number of attributes across many cases (Tuli, 2010, p.106). Qualitative methodology, on the 

other hand, is more concerned with understanding the meaning of social phenomena and 

focuses on links among a larger number of attributes across relatively few cases. (Tuli, 2010, 

p.106). The distinction between qualitative and quantitative research is often framed in terms 

of using words or open-ended questions (qualitative and qualitative interview questions) 

rather than using numbers or closed-ended questions (quantitative and quantitative 

hypotheses) (Creswell, 2014).  

 

Arguing that the mixed methods approach has been adopted by scholars in recent years 

despite “the unease about the whatever-works position that underpins it” (p.98), Bryman 

(2006) notes that there are now three distinct approaches to research, namely quantitative, 

qualitative, and multi-methods (or multi-strategy or mixed methods) approach. Mixed 

methods research is formally defined in this study as the class of research where the 

researcher mixes or combines quantitative and qualitative research techniques, methods, 

approaches, concepts or language into a single study (Burke Johnson & Onwuegbuzie, 2004). 

This clear demarcation and streamline of a third approach “conveys a sense of the rigour of 

the research and provides guidance to others about what researchers intend to do or have 

done” (Bryman, 2006, p.98). Mixed methods has the potential to provide qualitative depth 

using quantitative techniques and allows for methods and data integration in research 

(Fielding, 2012).  

 

A combination of several methods can often achieve more and better illumination of a 

research problem than a single method applied in isolation (Hansen & Machin, 2013) and can 

assist researchers to respond to research issues not accessible by strictly quantitative 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

98  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

approaches. A multi-method approach has come to be encouraged and utilized by scholars in 

the last few decades because it is argued that the choice of methodology ought to be 

dependent on the issue to be addressed and the fact that no one method is suitable for all 

research questions (Murdock, 2002). Jensen (2002) pointed out three approaches to the 

convergence that Hansen & Machin (2002) earlier expressed: facilitation, triangulation and 

complementarity. For this present study, two of these approaches were carefully considered 

and had supported the methodological decision taken. First is facilitation: both qualitative and 

quantitative methods were used at separate stages of the research process, one informing the 

other. Second is complementarity: different methods were used to examine different aspects 

of the research questions which this study explored. Details of these specificities are 

discussed in subsequent sub sections.  

 

With respect to the present study, survey and focus group discussions were employed. A 

survey provides a quantitative or numeric description of trends, attitudes or opinions of a 

population by studying a sample of that population, and using questionnaires or structured 

interviews for data collection, with the intent of generalizing from a sample to the population 

(Creswell, 2014). A focus group on the other hand, involves discussing a specific set of 

research issues with a pre-determined group of people, identify a range of different views 

around the research topic, and to gain an understanding of the issues from the perspective of 

the participants themselves (Hennink, 2007).  

Overview of sampling and selection of research participants 

Having justified the rationale for employing mixed methods strategy for this study, attention 

is now focused on how the general sampling procedure was structured and how the actual 

access to and recruitment of the survey and focus group participants was designed. The 

specificities include the general sampling procedure and the individual sampling guidelines 

for each of the focus groups and surveys. 

 

General sampling procedure 

By aiming to exert a level of representativeness, the study followed a systematic and 

structured procedure to sampling. As stated in Chapter Two, Nigeria is a very diverse nation 

and is made up of two major geo-political zones, namely Southern and Northern Nigeria. 

Each of these two major zones or regions is further divided into three key areas. For the 

Southern Nigeria, there is the South East, South South and the South West; and for the 
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Northern Nigeria, there is the North East, North Central and the North West. The cluster 

continues with different States from each area, local government areas, towns and cities, and 

finally, villages. It is interesting and worthy to note here that each of the two polarizations 

have very different and peculiar cultures, living standards, political nuances, predominant 

religions, languages, ethnic norms, regional biases etc.  

 

In selecting the sample for the study, purposive sampling and cluster/multistage sampling 

methods were employed at different stages. First, one area was purposively chosen from each 

of Southern and the Northern regions, namely South East and North Central areas, 

respectively. Purposively, because the researcher took cognizance of the fact that some areas 

are more central and representative of the rest than others. South East area was selected (from 

the Southern Nigeria typology) because the area is known to be the central area in the 

Southern part of Nigeria, embodying characteristics of the rest of its sister areas (South West 

and South South). It is equally the most politically, economically and culturally vibrant, and 

as such, accommodates people from its sister areas. North Central (or commonly called ‘the 

Middle Belt’) on the other hand, was selected from the Northern hemisphere since as the 

name implies, it is at the heart of the Northern zone. Like South Eastern area, it embodies 

physiognomies of its sister areas.  
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Figure 6: Sequential sampling procedure followed 

Purposive sampling strategy was also applied in selecting the two states from each of the 

geopolitical zones earlier selected. This meant that from each of the two areas (South East 

and North Central), Anambra State and FCT-Abuja were selected. The rest of the sampling 

stages were executed by simple random sampling strategy. Next, from each state selected, 

two local government areas or districts – one rural and one urban LGA or district – were 

randomly selected. For Anambra State, Aguata LGA and Awka LGA were randomly selected 

as rural and urban LGAs, respectively. Coming to FCT-Abuja, Nigeria’s capital city, and 

which is categorized differently from Anambra State, Central District and Sub-Urban/Rural 

District were selected.  

The next phase of the sampling process involved selecting villages and towns from the LGAs 

and Districts. Two typical rural and two typical urban villages or towns were then picked 

from each of the LGAs and Districts: Anambra State and FCT Abuja. In Anambra State, two 

rural schools, Community Secondary School in Oraeri village, and Community Secondary 

School in Isuofia village were randomly selected. Whereas, for urban towns, Ezi-Awka 
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Community Secondary School, located in Awka (Capital city of Anambra State) and Anerobi 

International College, located in Amansea (a small industrial town at the outskirt of Awka), 

were chosen. All the schools selected in Anambra State were public secondary schools, 

except for Anerobi International College which is a privately-owned secondary school. All 

the schools selected for this study were mixed gender schools.  

 

For FCT-Abuja, Command Day Secondary School, located in Maitama area, and 

Government Secondary School located in Jabi area were randomly picked as two urban 

schools. On the other hand, two schools from peri-urban settlements, Nyanya and Karu were 

randomly selected, namely Community Secondary School, Nyanya and Community 

Secondary School, Karu. As has been noted earlier in the study, peri-urban areas are areas 

around the outskirts of towns and cities which are neither typically urban nor rural but with 

characteristics of both and often suffer from administrative negligence (DFID, n.d). 

Especially in FCT-Abuja, it was discovered that many families live in these peri-urban 

settlements outside the city area and go to work daily in the central areas in Abuja city. 

Depending on the socio-economic standing of the family, their children attend schools in the 

not-so-developed schools around the peri-urban areas while some enroll their wards in some 

of the relatively affordable public schools in the main city of Abuja.  

 

It must be noted also that FCT (Federal Capital Territory) is the State covering Abuja and 

adjoining areas. Abuja being the main cosmopolitan city itself while the municipals and 

settlements scattered around the city, the low-cost housing estates approved by government to 

cater to the needs of the very divergent population of migrants from all corners of Nigeria. 

This scenario was exemplified in this study. Young people (teenagers) and adults of working 

age, especially men (their parents), migrate to urban areas in search of business opportunities, 

employments, apprenticeships, educational opportunities, etc. Some of the teenagers 

encountered in this study either emigrated to urban centers for one reason or the other, or 

their parents and guardians live within the peri-urban and slum areas and go to work in the 

central urban areas. Some of these children on the other hand, also go to schools in the urban 

centers from the peri-urban and slum areas (Gugler 1997; Tacoli 1998; Wiggins & Proctor, 

2001). 

 

 In total, the study made use of four schools in each State and a total of eight schools in the 

whole country. At this stage, since the age bracket of the study’s population was within 13 to 
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18 years, the actual respondents were sampled from both the junior and senior secondary 

school classes. In Nigeria, an average junior secondary school pupil is aged between 11 and 

14 and an average senior student in the senior cadre is between 15 to 18 years (Universal 

Basic Education Commission, 2010).  

 

Table 1: Distribution of schools and their geographical locations 

S/N Name of 

School 

Region State Town Locational 

dichotomy 

      

1.  Community 

Secondary School 

South East Anambra Isuofia Rural 

2.  Community 

Secondary School 

South East Anambra Oraeri Rural 

3.  Ezi-Awka Secondary 

School 

South East Anambra Awka Urban (the 

State 

capital) 

4.  Anerobi International 

College 

South East Anambra Amansea 

Awka 

Peri-urban 

5.  Command Day 

Secondary School 

North 

Central 

FCT-Abuja Maitama Highbrow 

Urban 

6.  Government 

Secondary School 

North 

Central 

FCT-Abuja Jabi Urban 

7.  Community 

Secondary School 

North 

Central 

FCT-Abuja Nyanya Peri-Urban 

8.  Community 

Secondary School 

North 

Central 

FCT-Abuja Karu Peri-Urban 

 

Focus Group Discussion 

The first and the primary research method employed was Focus Group Discussion (FGD). 

This decision was primarily informed by the child-centered approach which recommends an 

ethnographic study of children in order to elicit more objective feedback and to exercise their 

agency. Focus group discussion was especially appropriate since “group interviews with 

children is one of the strongest methods of exploring children’s shared life experiences and 

children’s own interpretations of their lives” (Corsaro, 2005, p.49). Scholars such as 

Bradbury-Jones, et al. (2009) have argued that focus groups qualify as part of 
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phenomenological research, and by so doing, are effective in stimulating discussion and 

opening new perspectives in lived experiences. In the present study however, the notion of a 

‘shared lived experience’ is explored as an extension of lived experience among teenagers 

and in the study of their practices with digital technologies. The next justification for 

adopting FGD as a method was because it seemed most appropriate for answering the 

research questions. Scholars have asserted that a key consideration for the type of 

methodology a study must employ is the nature of its research questions (Burke Johnson & 

Onwuegbuzie, 2004; Bryman, 2006; Tuli, 2010; Fielding, 2012). 

 

The decision to conduct focus groups before administering the survey was informed by the 

desire to gain a deeper understanding of the phenomenon – i.e. the extent to which teenage 

children in Nigeria engage with digital technologies such as mobile phones, computers, and 

the Internet, and what their lived experiences of these technologies are. There was a need to 

test the waters, to get accounts of first-hand, personal encounters with technology from the 

participants carefully drawn from secondary schools, and then move onto exploring in the 

survey, the dominant patterns observed from the focus groups (Corsaro, 2005). Focus group 

discussions generated dominant digital technology use patterns upon which the quantitative 

exploration (survey) was based.  

 

There was the supposition that the qualitative study would provide evaluative, evidence-

based data which would strengthen findings from the survey. Also, there was the perceived 

notion that FGD method is used to describe and understand meanings and interpretations of a 

select group of people to gain an understanding of a specific issue from the perspective of the 

participants of the group (Liamputtong, 2009).The advantage was that it allowed for 

observation of the natural vocabulary – even if not impressive or appropriate – with which 

the children formulate meaning about the new media, created an interactive space where they 

were made aware of their own underlying but nuanced perspectives towards digital 

technologies and so, became more encouraged to contribute their opinions. There is also an 

acknowledgement of the chief shortcoming of the survey method which is that it provides 

only a snapshot of audience beliefs, attitudes and behaviours (for instance the ‘what’ of teens-

digital technology-relationships) and is much less suited for telling us about the ‘why’ or 

‘how’ of such relationships (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 
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For each of the eight schools, two focus group interviews were held among 6 – 12 number of 

children; this number informed by the suggestions of Walliman (2006) and Hansen & Machin 

(2013). This implies that for each of the (two rural and two urban) schools selected from each 

of Anambra State and FCT-Abuja, two group discussions were held. This brought the total 

number of FGDs that were carried out to sixteen, and the total number of participants in the 

focus groups was 175.  

Although the final selection of participants was in some cases random, however, there were 

mostly unrestricted participation as there were efforts to not exclude any willing participant. 

What was done was that in some cases, after the right number of participants had been 

secured, any other willing participants were allowed to sit-in and participate indirectly in the 

discussions. The study made use of teachers in selecting the pupils who formed part of the 

group interviews. In short, for each school that was used, the school principals designated 

either the vice principals or one or two teachers to help in accessing the appropriate number 

of children needed, albeit randomly, and using the teachers’ knowledge of the students and 

snowball technique. They more likely knew and were able to identify those pupils who were 

within the required age bracket for this study. The snowball technique equally came in handy 

because in most of the schools, there arose the need for some of the pupils to recommend 

their friends or classmates who may have similar inclination to the use of digital technologies 

(Naderifar, Goli & Ghaljaie, 2017, p.2).  

Nevertheless, it is worth noting that this study made use of both owners, non-owners and 

users and non-users of mobile phones and other digital technologies – insofar as they fell 

within the age bracket of 13 and 18. This is part of the non-exclusion ethical principle 

observed in the recruitment of participants. The reason is so that the voices of these other 

children would not be lost. It is important that the non-owners’ and non-users’ lived 

experiences with technology be captured, whether they have direct access to technology or 

not. This is possibly a significant contribution by this study as previous studies, most of 

which were conducted by international public and non-governmental bodies (see UNICEF & 

Intermedia, 2013; Third, et al., 2017; UNICEF Ghana, 2017) had specifically focused on 

users and owners alone.  
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Survey 

The choice and suitability of the survey was informed by the need to collect data through 

questionnaire, from randomly selected teenage children within the age bracket of 13 and 18 

from secondary schools in rural and urban areas in South East and North Central Nigeria. In 

this study, ‘teenage’ is a derivative and subset of the adolescent age which is defined by 

UNICEF (2011) as the period in human growth and development that occurs after childhood 

and before adulthood, that is, from ages 10 to 19.  

 

In arriving at the sample size for the survey, the researcher consulted the National Population 

Commission’s (2009) 2006 National Population Census data for Nigeria – the only census 

document available – and specifically, the Priority Table which contains a breakdown of the 

individual ages and other demographic features in both of Anambra State and FCT-Abuja. In 

Anambra State, the total number of adolescents between 11 to 18-year old is put at 391,172. 

This represents 9.4 percent of the overall population of Anambra State which stood at 

4,177,828. On the other hand, the total population of 11 to 18-year olds in FCT-Abuja came 

to 204,758. This represents 14.6 percent of the overall FCT-Abuja population which is 

1,406,239.  

 

Thereafter, Cochran (1963) formula for calculating sample sizes was used to work out the 

sample sizes for both contexts: 

n=  
𝑍2(𝑝𝑞)

𝑒2
 

 Where n=sample size 

 z=z score determined for a specific confidence level as desired by the researcher is 

95% confidence level and is 1.96 in z test table. 

 q=the complement of p (Proportion) that is 1-p (When the population is not known 

you use .50 and the complement will be also .50 (.5+.5=1) 

 e=error margin or accuracy level is usually given to range from 0.03 to 0.05. In this 

case, the researcher used 0.05 – the lower the margin of error, the higher the sample size. 

 

For Anambra State, the sample size came to 238; whereas for FCT Abuja, 192 was arrived at. 

In conclusion, the sample size for the survey research was a total of 430 children from the 

selected schools in both of Anambra State and FCT Abuja. Considering the statistical method 

used in arriving at the sample size and the geographical areas from which the respondents 
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were pooled, the sample size of 430 was considered to have earned the study a degree of 

representativeness.  

Data collection procedures, pilot study, challenges  

In this section, detailed attention is paid to the different processes involved in negotiating 

access to the field, obtaining permissions from appropriate bodies and stakeholders before the 

researcher was able to access and recruit the school children. In addition, the pilot 

(feasibility) study is discussed and there are brief descriptions of the local contexts in which 

the schools and the children used were sited. The challenges bumped upon in the entire 

process are thereafter discussed. The reason for the dense description of these processes is for 

the purposes of academic rigour, transparency and based on Corsaro’s (2005, p.58) 

suggestion, “so that other researchers can learn from this experience”.  

 

Negotiating access to the field 

The fieldwork or data collection lasted for a period of six months, from February 2017 until 

July 2017. While the process lasted from February until April for Anambra State, FCT-Abuja 

part was completed within the months of May to July. It is important to mention that 

Anambra State and FCT are diametrically in opposite locations in Nigeria. By land, the 

distance is about 7 hours, and about an hour by air, from one location to the other. Due to 

limited funds, the researcher made use of land trips to and from the locations.  

 

As is customary in research of this nature in Nigeria, series of approvals were obtained from 

relevant ministries and bodies before the researcher could be allowed to have access to any 

school student. First, approval was obtained from the State Ministries of Education in charge 

of secondary education (Secondary Education Boards) in both of Anambra State and FCT-

Abuja. The study made use of one military-public secondary school in FCT-Abuja and 

therefore, approval was sought and obtained from the Director of School Services at Ministry 

of Defence, Abuja. Letter of permission for other schools used in FCT-Abuja were addressed 

to the Office of the Director, Secondary Education Board, Abuja. In Anambra State, the letter 

was addressed to the Honourable Commissioner for Education, Awka. The letters were each 

accompanied by a letter of identification from the researcher’s supervisor, a copy of the 

ethics guide, copies of the research instruments, a sample copy of the consent form and a list 

of schools being considered for the study. The researcher was able to, with the assistance of 

some education experts in Anambra State and FCT-Abuja, arrive at a randomised list of 
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schools.  Each approval took an approximate period of two weeks to be processed and 

obtained.  

 

After this approval was obtained – in the form of a letter (see Appendix 1a-c) – addressed to 

the researcher and with a copy for the school principals, the researcher proceeded on 

familiarisation visits to the selected schools. Familiarisation visits involved the researcher 

making first contacts with the schools in question, meeting the principals or the vice 

principals in some cases where the principal was not available, introducing the research 

purpose while officially handing them copies of the approval letter from government and the 

research instruments for their own scrutiny. It is worth stating that all the school principals 

and vice principals welcomed the researcher with enthusiasm and listened carefully to the 

propositions made about how the research process might proceed. These visits were also used 

to negotiate the time for the researcher to return for the research procedure proper. On the 

same familiarisation days, in most of the schools, care was taken to persuade the principals 

and vice principals to allow the researcher to conduct a random selection of the students who 

would be willing to participate in the research. Almost all the principals delegated the task of 

helping the researcher to select the appropriate number of students needed for each phase of 

the research to the vice principals or to one or two teachers. 
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Figure 7: An ongoing recruiting process at Community Secondary School, Isuofia in Anambra State 

The researcher began with Anambra State, and with the rural schools. With the help of the 

research contacts (teachers and vice principals), the children were visited in their respective 

classes during lesson hours – this depended also on the age groups being considered in the 

study) – and the researcher fully introduced himself, his research mission, and the ethics 

guidelines spelled out. Thereafter, calls were made for a certain number of participants to 

volunteer to be part of the research, depending on the aspect of the research being carried out 

each time. In Anambra State, focus group interviews were carried out first. Because the 

Anambra part of the research process was concluded before the researcher proceeded to FCT-

Abuja, there was no need to follow a rigid rule in FCT-Abuja: survey was conducted first in 

some schools, before the focus group discussions followed, since the survey material was 

ready during the Abuja phase. The survey instrument was developed by the researcher; 

scrutinised and thereafter approved by the supervisor after the FGD rounds in Anambra State 

were completed. It was the same instruments that were employed in both locations.  



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

109 University of Cape Town, South Africa 

Next, the willing participants were identified, and their names taken down, the consent 

forms11 (see Appendix 2) were handed out to the children and they were instructed to reach 

their parents and guardians with same. Depending on the timeline that had been agreed on by 

the researcher and the school authorities, the children were informed when to return the 

consent forms and wait for the researcher to return on a later date for the research proper. The 

teachers who acted as research contacts in each school, kept the list of volunteers and 

retrieved the consent forms from the students. 

Overview of schools used 

The eight schools used in this study, drawn from each of Anambra State and FCT-Abuja, are 

briefly profiled below. 

Community Secondary School (CSS), Isuofia: The school is under Aguata local government 

area. Isuofia village is easily inconspicuous once a traveller gets past Ekwulobia, the largest 

and most thriving town in the local government area. Isuofia village thrives on trading and 

agricultural activities especially farming. CSS Isuofia is one of the 25 public secondary 

schools under Aguata local government area, and is about an hour from Awka, the capital 

city by public transportation.  

11 Only respondents under the age of 18 were instructed to take the consent forms home to be signed by their 

parents and themselves. Children who were up to 18 gave informed consent by themselves and signed the 

consent forms alone. (Hansen & Machin, 2013). 
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Figure 8: A focus group discussion going on at Community Secondary School, Isuofia in Anambra State. 

 

Community Secondary School (CSS), Oraeri: The school is located in Aguata local 

government area of the State. The major occupation of the residents is farming, other agro-

based activities and trading. CSS Oraeri is one of the 25 public secondary schools under the 

local government area. A small town, the village is about an hour and twenty minutes by 

public transportation when traveling from Awka, the capital city.  

 

Ezi-Awka Community Secondary School (ECSS), Awka: The school, located in the capital city 

of Awka is one of the 19 public secondary schools in Awka-South local government area of 

Anambra State. The school is landmarked by the biggest market in the city, Eke Oka market, 

and a few prominent orthodox churches. 

 

Anerobi International College, Amansea Awka: The school is located in a small industrial 

area at the outskirts of Awka called Amansea, under Awka North local government area. 

Founded over a decade ago, the school was one of the premier private schools approved by 

Anambra State Government’s Ministry of Education. Despite its semi-urban location, the 

school is one of the most expensive schools in the State capital and is composed of children 

from various socio-economic classes, especially the middle- and upper-classes.  
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Command Day Secondary School (CDSS), Maitama: CDSS is located inside Lungi Barracks 

in Maitama District of Abuja, the capital city of FCT-Abuja. It is under the Ministry of 

Defence which means that it is administered by military personnel and civilian officers. 

Maitama District is one of the high-brow areas where government parastatals, embassies and 

multinational companies are mostly located, and where the rich and political elites live. The 

area falls within the Phase 1 of the federal capital territory’s developmental plan. The school 

was established to cater to the educational needs of the children of army officers and soldiers 

who live within and outside the Barracks, in addition to the children of civilians who live 

within the area.  

 

Government Secondary School (GSS), Jabi: The public school is in Jabi District of the capital 

city of Abuja. It is located in Phase 2 of the development plan of the federal capital territory; 

however, it is mostly a residential area. This positions it as an urban school. 

 

Community Secondary School (CSS), Nyanya: This large school is in the dense populated 

Nyanya suburban. It should be within Phase 5 of the developmental plan of the FCT. Nyanya 

is a suburb of the FCT located in Abuja Municipal Area Council. It is about 25-minute drive 

from the city center by public transportation. Nyanya was a traditional Gwari settlement 

which like most traditional settlements of the FCT is undergoing urban renewal (Ejaro & 

Abubakar, 2013). 
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Figure 9: The first of two sets of focus group discussions at Community Secondary School, Karu, FCT-Abuja 

Community Secondary School (CSS), Karu: This is a large public school located in the dense 

area of Karu, with common proximity to its twin location, Nyanya. Karu is one of the five 

suburban Districts in Phase 5 of FCT’s developmental plan. Like Nyanya, Karu is one of the 

suburbs under Abuja Municipal Area Council.  

Pilot study 

A pilot survey or pretest was conducted at the start of data collection phase to “ensure that the 

children’s understanding of questions is the same as the researcher’s” (Corsaro, 2005, p.48). 

Research literature support the critical place that piloting occupies in research in terms of 

testing out the feasibility of a full-scale study, assessing whether the sampling procedure is 

realistic, assessing the viability of the initial research questions and sample recruitment 

strategy, etc (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002; Kim, 2010; Hansen & Machin, 2013).  

The pilot study was conducted during the familiarisation visits stage and included two 

schools only, in Anambra State. One public school in the rural area (Community Secondary 
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School, Oraeri) and another public school in the urban area (Ezi-Awka Secondary School) 

were used. The first stage of the pilot was a focus group discussion conducted on a small 

number of eight school kids sampled from both junior and senior secondary classes in 

Community Secondary School, Oraeri. The discussion lasted for 15 minutes. The survey on 

the other hand took place much later after all the focus groups had been concluded in the 

schools used in Anambra State. The pilot survey involved administering a 10-item 

questionnaire on about 20 sub sample of the school children that were eventually surveyed. 

 

Although completing a pilot study successfully is not a guarantee of the success of the full-

scale survey (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002), the pilot survey made it possible to pre-test the 

instruments and to get familiar with how the children perceived the questions, whether they 

understood the questions based on the wording, whether they were able to answer the 

questions independently or otherwise (Hansen & Machin, 2013). In addition, an advantage of 

the pilot was to catch the discrepancies and inconsistencies in both the questionnaire and the 

interview guide. The pilot study findings equally offered some indication of the likely 

response rate in the main survey (Teijlingen & Hundley, 2002).  

 

Data collection  

The data collection for both research methods took place on the days approved by the school 

principals or the vice principals. Usually in the mornings when the researcher arrived at the 

school for the day’s business, the principals or their deputies were notified. The contact 

teachers – earlier approved by the school authority – acted as research assistants because they 

helped to assemble the children together using the list of those who gave consent. Other 

research assistants included the ‘Senior Prefects’ called upon by the contact teachers to help 

assemble the participants from any nook and cranny of the school. Corsaro (2005) had argued 

that children could be used as research assistants and informants in research involving 

children, thus making them co-producers of data.  

 

School halls, empty laboratories, empty classrooms and computer/ICT rooms were used for 

the purpose of data collection. The school’s break periods, which differed slightly from 

school to school, was the allocated time for the discussions. In one occasion in Nyanya 

suburbs in FCT-Abuja, the meeting took place under a tree in the vast school compound. In a 

few cases especially in rural part of Anambra State and FCT-Abuja, the school administration 
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approved for the children to be excused from their classes. It was observed that although this 

sometimes infringed upon the participants’ study time, most of them were enthusiastic to be 

part of the research. 

 

The first housekeeping rule observed in all cases was for the researcher to introduce himself, 

the purpose of his research and how the day’s business would proceed. More importantly, 

recital of the research ethical guide was often done, and it was ensured that the children 

remained anonymous throughout the research process. Numbers were assigned to each 

participant and it was reiterated the fact that they were free to opt out of the study at any time 

they feel unable to continue. Aside from helping to gather the children in a chosen venue, 

some of the contact teachers stayed around and observed the proceedings. Consent to use 

digital voice recorder (audio midget) was constantly requested for and obtained from the 

children before each session begins (Rapley, 2007, p.4). Pictures were also occasionally taken 

when the students give their approval. In all cases, participants gave unanimous consents. The 

few times there were dissents, was when a few students were curious to know how the audio 

digital recorder worked, and what happens if they failed to give consent. These were 

explained to them and they afterward gave their consent.  

 

There were two focus groups conducted in each school. In some cases, the second cohort sat 

through the first group’s session and observed, and thereby become more excited to have 

their turn. In most cases, at first, the children seemed slightly shy to open up. The researcher 

kept on being nice, breaking the ice, and assuring them that he was not expecting perfect 

answers or responses, that the sessions were not exams, and that they were free to opt-out at 

any time during the session. It was equally observed that the senior or older students were 

mostly more open and engaging, bold, and assertive. Duration for each session of focus group 

discussion varied from context to context; but ranged from between 33 minutes to 55 

minutes. This depended on factors such as how much time the school administration let the 

exercise go on, how engaging the participants became with the questions and issues raised, 

and how eager the participants were to continue. Efforts were made by the researcher to 

facilitate rather than control the flow of discussions.  

 

Following the sample size arrived for the survey, 430 questionnaires were distributed in the 

eight schools. In the end, 380 questionnaires were successfully retrieved. While some 

questionnaires were rendered invalid because of improper and incomplete filling, some were 
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filled out by respondents whose age bracket did not fall within 13 to 18 years. In each of 

Anambra State and FCT-Abuja, approximately 59 questionnaires and 48 questionnaires were 

distributed respectively, in the eight schools selected, using convenience sampling. The 

surveys were carried out in the children’s classes with the supervision of class teachers. The 

surveys were mostly self-administered; however, in some cases they were administered by 

interview (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p.213) whereby some respondents, especially those in 

the junior secondary cadre and those obstructed by language, were unable to completely do 

so on their own. This and other challenges are elaborated in the subsequent sub section.  

 

Kind of questions asked 

The interview guide used for the focus group discussions, broken down into sections (see 

Appendix 3) specifically focused on questions pertaining to access (to) and use of digital 

media, perceptions around digital technologies and the children’s preferences between new 

media and old media. Also, attention was drawn to impact (outcomes) of engaging with 

digital technologies in the children’s everyday lives, intervening actors that mediate between 

technology use and the children – such as parents and other adults. The questions equally 

focused on the kinds of agency that technology may be affording the children in the process 

of identity negotiation and in coping with life as children in the 21st century. The survey 

questions as earlier stated, explored the dominant themes and issues that emanated from the 

focus group interviews.  

 

One striking discovery from the focus group interviews was that mobile phone is the number 

one digital technology accessed and utilised by the participants. Hence, the questionnaire (see 

Appendix 4) contained closed questions that explored their experiences with mobile phone 

usage. Focal variables included ownership of mobile phones, alternative access to mobile 

phones, Internet surfing, dominant mobile phone uses, cost and maintenance of mobile 

phones, use of mobile phones in school, and their opinion on appropriate age in which 

teenagers must own and use a mobile phone.  

 

Challenges encountered 

In some cases, during the focus groups, gendered relations and group power dynamics were 

present (Luker, 2008). Sometimes, female participants were freer to express themselves in the 

presence of the boys, and at other times, it was the turn of the male cohorts to feel nervous to 
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open up about their lived experiences with their mobile phones and other technologies. There 

were also generally, those students who were more confident, more opinionated and seemed 

to “take ‘natural’ leadership in groups” (Luker, 2008, p.181). The researcher made mindful 

effort to balance the gender relations and to control how the discussion progressed without 

being too intrusive. The less confident participants were encouraged to speak up, to feel 

comfortable and to contribute.  

The children in a few of the rural areas struggled to give responses to some of the questions, 

especially in the focus groups; this gave off the impression that they found some of the 

questions difficult to understand, reflect on or articulate answers to. The researcher solved 

this problem by constantly breaking down questions in various ways, with different 

terminologies and even with local and pidgin languages a few times. On one occasion, at 

Community Secondary School, Oraeri – a rural school in Anambra State – Igbo was used to 

conduct the focus group discussion and the session went very smoothly, with the participants 

expressing themselves satisfactorily.  

This same problem was resolved during the survey. This was done by making efforts to vet 

respondents’ questionnaires: going over their responses and if they skipped any questions as 

they sometimes did, brought their attention to this. Often, the researcher employed the 

interview method of survey administration by helping to select the preferred answers for the 

respondents. Nevertheless, it was impossible to effectively do this for all the necessary 

respondents and this led to some invalid questionnaires being recovered, and some question 

items left unanswered. 

Another shortcoming encountered was that the researcher – who facilitated the entire FGDs – 

was unable to conform to an aspect of conducting a focus group which is to have an assistant 

or an observer who observes the FGD sessions and takes note of the meta-themes as they 

emerge from the discussion, as well as the non-verbal data and cues and dynamics going on 

(Luker, 2008; Nyumba, Wilson, Derrick & Mukherjee, 2018). Furthermore, distance and time 

played challenging role during the data collection as the researcher had to travel distances 

from one location to another to conduct the fieldwork. The time it took to plan, schedule, set 

up and conduct the FGDs are equally taken into cognisance here. In some cases, schedules 

were cancelled on days when some of the schools held formal activities such as the annual 

inter-house sporting competitions which took place around the period of the data collection.  
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During the group discussions in some of the rural schools, only a few of the participants 

agreed to owning mobile phones of their own, although many of them made use of their 

parents’, siblings’ or friends’. Sometimes, this created awkward situations where their 

responses were temporised because they struggled with ‘techno-shame’ because they didn’t 

have mobiles of their own. They were made to understand that it was fine to not have a 

phone, and that having a mobile phone was not a criterion for being in the conversation. They 

were encouraged to speak about their alternative phone uses.  

 

Other issues encountered during data collection ranged from absence on the day of the 

discussions of some participants who had been handed out consent forms to sign with their 

parents. Scholars agree that one of the drawbacks in focus group discussion is the lack of 

guarantee that all recruited participants will show up for the discussion (Nyumba, et al., 

2018). The researcher solved this by sometimes over-recruiting participants (Nyumba, et al., 

2018) and at other times, especially during the initial phases, doing fresh recruits to replace 

the absent ones but ensuring that they were given consent forms to sign with their parents and 

return same. 

Ethical considerations and protocols 

Within a considerable extent, some ethical considerations that underpin research around 

human subjects and especially children, were complied with. The researcher consulted the 

University of Cape Town’s Code of Ethics for Research12, Best Practise Research Guide 

(Lobe, Livingstone, Olafsson, & Simões, 2008), the Handbook on Ethical Research Involving 

Children (ERIC) (Graham, Powell, Taylor, Anderson, & Fitzgerald, 2013), Ethical 

Quandaries in Social Research (Posel & Ross, 2014), and The United Nations Convention on 

the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989) which positions children as entitled to some 

autonomy, and to fully participate in and influence matters that concern them. 

 

The first ethical step taken was during the process of negotiating access to the field: the 

approval from the Doctoral Dissertation Board of the University of Cape Town which was 

preceded by reviews of the study’s ethical guidelines and research instruments by 

                                                 

12 Details of this document can be found at University of Cape Town’s website: 

http://www.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/328/about/policies/Human_Research_Ethics_Code_2

012.pdf  

http://www.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/328/about/policies/Human_Research_Ethics_Code_2012.pdf
http://www.uct.ac.za/sites/default/files/image_tool/images/328/about/policies/Human_Research_Ethics_Code_2012.pdf
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departmental and faculty ethics committees. Other permissions and consents sought from 

governmental agencies and the children’s parents and guardians in Nigeria also formed part 

of the ethical considerations followed in the study (Corsaro, 2005). In addition, each school 

authority scrutinized the research instruments and assigned teachers to monitor the 

proceedings of the fieldwork while they lasted. The rationale for the selection of children was 

in conformance to key ethical considerations for researching children which are hinged on 

respect and justice; that no willing child must be intentionally excluded from participating in 

a research (Graham, et al., 2013).  

 

One other key ethical principle adhered to was that participation was purely voluntary and 

that assent could be withdrawn at any point during the research. Care was equally taken to 

ensure that the research process did not in any way interfere, distract or hijack the children’s 

normal school routines, by liaising with school authorities in choosing the best possible time 

and venue (within the school) to meet with the children. The time for the fieldwork was 

during school hours – this meant that teachers were available to supervise what went on.  

 

The study observed the global philosophies that undergird ethical research involving children 

by ensuring that during the study, the dignity, well-being and rights of the children were 

respected, irrespective of their location, awareness or unawareness about these rights (Lobe, 

et al., 2008; Graham, et al., 2013). Crucially, there was room for the children to have agency 

in the research process. Each child was treated as a subject and not a mere object of research 

(Graham, et al., 2013). The ways in which agency was exercised included that  (1) the 

children’s assent was firstly sought before their parents’ consent was obtained, (2) the 

research ethical guidelines were constantly spelt out and understanding of same established, 

(3) profuse thanks and appreciation were always given, (4) constant efforts to be warm 

towards participants to make them relaxed and feel belonged, (4) there was no coercion, and 

there was freedom to opt-out at any time, (5) permission for the use of audio midget and 

taking of pictures were obtained, (6) opportunity was given for the children to ask questions 

at any point in the research process. Furthermore, based on the principle of non-maleficence 

(Graham et al., 2013, p.16), the researcher ensured that no physical or emotional harm was 

brought to the children throughout the research. 

 

At the completion of the fieldwork, the participants were given some compensation. 

Admittedly, scholars have disagreed over the possibility of incentives introducing bias in 
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research (Bloor, Frankland, Thomas & Robson, 2001). Although it has equally been proven 

that the dangers of making payments (or giving any other sort of incentive) could be 

outweighed by gains in reducing bias and compensating for power differentials between 

researcher and researched (Thompson, 1996). However, in this study, the suggestion of 

Graham, Powell, Taylor, Anderson & Fitzgerald (2013, pp.86-89) who distinguished between 

various forms of “payment and compensation” particularly in qualitative research involving 

children, was maintained.  

 

Going by these authors’ suggestion, since the research process did not result in participants 

spending personal funds, rather than handing out monetary payments as compensation, the 

researcher made “appreciation payments” as it was safer than “incentive payments” which 

may ‘influence’ children’s participation from the outset (Graham et al., 2013, p.86 – 89). In 

other words, compensation in this study was not monetary; the children were presented with 

snacks and sachet water after the focus group discussions only. The teachers were 

compensated with a reasonable amount of phone recharge cards. However, this was not 

imposed on the researcher by anyone, but was left to his discretion, although in some 

locations, school principals reminded the researcher to treat the children to some snacks and 

drinks because the focus groups held during their break periods during which time they were 

expected to snack or have lunch. Furthermore, this compensation was not allowed to be an 

‘enticer’ or some sort of discursive power over the children. This was done in the hope that it 

would merely serve to convey the researcher’s thankfulness for their participation. In a few 

instances, the participating children were shy to accept the compensation as they were not 

expecting it. Nevertheless, they accepted them after being reassured by the researcher. 

Validity and Reliability  

The terms reliability and validity are generally used as synonyms, although they have very 

different meanings when applied in statistics (Singh, 2007). They are two very important 

concepts that deal with the psychological characteristics of measurement and its precision 

(Singh, 2007). While validity in research assesses the extent to which a concept measures the 

thing it was designed to measure, reliability in research signifies the issue of consistency of 

measures, that is, the ability of a measurement instrument to measure the same thing each 

time it is used (Singh, 2007) or as Hansen and Machin (2013, p.79) put it, “the extent to 

which a piece of research is repeatable”.  

 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

120 University of Cape Town, South Africa 

The pilot study conducted was a necessary step to enhance both the validity and reliability of 

the study (Hansen & Machin, 2013). To further achieve reliability, the researcher ensured that 

the same questions were asked in the same way in all the cases and contexts used in the study 

(Hansen & Machin, 2013) and achieved a level of intercoder reliability by soliciting for the 

help of another PhD student to code some, not all, the focus group discussions. Once 90% 

simple agreement between the intercoder and the researcher was achieved in about 10% of 

the focus groups data sample, the researcher independently coded the remaining focus group 

discussions (Stevens, Gilliard-Matthews & Dunaev, 2016, p.6).  

Data analysis 

In terms of analyses of the survey data, respondents’ answers to the questionnaire were 

transferred (to) and coded into SPSS, a statistical analysis programme for quantitative 

analyses. Following the use of this data analysis programme, the analysis of data was 

approached using descriptive analysis (simple frequencies). For the qualitative data analysis, 

for safety and quality assurance purposes, the recorded discussions, that is the qualitative 

data, were transliterated into full text, and NVivo programme was used to organise and 

identify common themes and insights across the data. The transcriber was instructed to 

transcribe verbatim, including the grammatical errors made by participants. NVivo did not 

analyse the qualitative data, but rather enhanced the researcher’s analytical capacity by 

providing the means to efficiently store, sort and look for patterns in diverse forms of data 

(Wainwright, 2016). The structured qualitative data was subjected to qualitative analysis. 

The analysis commenced by firstly, carefully developing a scheme for classifying and 

labelling the responses, statements and exchanges recorded in the transcribed interviews 

(Hansen & Machin, 2013). These categories were generated by the various topics covered in 

the interview guide which were also informed by the research questions, in addition to some 

unexpected themes that came from the group discussions (Hansen & Machin, 2013). The 

categorisation and the coding of the group interviews into the NVivo programme was done 

concurrently since the coding involved careful reading of the transcripts and coming up with 

suitable categories into which the statements and responses were coded accordingly.  

Once the categorising or labelling and coding were completed under various nodes and sub-

nodes in NVivo, the third step was to devote a considerable amount of time reading, sorting 

and re-reading the material to try out, test and revise emerging interpretations (Livingstone, 
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2014). The final but not the least step was data reporting which involved synthesising, 

summarising and data cleaning in a bid to generate the “essentials, key trends and 

representative examples” (Hansen & Machin, 2013, p.249) following the pre-generated 

categories or themes or nodes and sub-nodes. Data reduction according to Luker (2008) 

comprise of a set of processes including the researcher reminding him/herself that pattern 

recognition is the most vital thing to look out for in the data, specifically qualitative data.  

In reporting, summarising and synthesising, a representative sample of verbatim quotes were 

used as illustrations of each key point, theme or analysed body of data; the rationale being to 

capture the ways in which the children naturally talk or reason about, make sense of and 

generate meaning in relation to their practices with and negotiation of digital technologies in 

everyday life (Hansen & Machin, 2013). In approaching the qualitative data, the 

domestication or technology appropriation framework served as an analytical lens with which 

to engage with children’s engagement and practices with digital technologies, the patterns of 

behaviour, preferences, and perceptions that emerge in the process (Sey, 2011). 

Conclusion and Introduction to data presentation 

This chapter focused on outlining this study’s methodological journey, from conception 

based on theoretical underpinnings, sampling strategies and rationale, to field execution. By 

drawing on the new sociology of childhood research tradition activated through the lens of 

child-centred approach, the chapter presented how the study employed both qualitative and 

quantitative research methods, and demonstrated how mixed methods strategy was used to 

approach research objectives and to achieve rigour and representativeness. Since research 

ethics remains crucial for research involving human subjects especially children, this chapter 

equally accounts for the ethical guidelines and principles that underpinned both the research 

methodology and its field execution.  

What follows in the succeeding five chapters are the presentation of survey and focus group 

data analyses according to themes, as well as discussion of key findings in line with relevant 

literature and theoretical assumptions. The analyses considered the data from the 16 focus 

group discussions (culminating into over 10 hours of conversation) with a total of 175 

respondents) and a survey of 430 (valid n = 380) teenage children, conducted in eight schools 

located in rural and urban spaces in Southern and Northern parts of Nigeria. From the 

thematic analysis of the qualitative datasets organised with NVivo programme, a number of 
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key themes and sub themes emerged, in accordance with the research questions. Results from 

the survey are synchronised with the qualitative analysis. Since focus group is the primary 

research method used in this study, findings from the survey are used to support the results of 

the thematic analysis of focus group discussions. The domestication or technology 

appropriation framework was used to discuss relevant findings in the light of the overarching 

objective to understand Nigerian children’s digital lifeworlds and everyday practices with 

technology. The application of this theory was useful in discovering that children in Nigeria 

are purposive, knowledgeable, and adaptive agents who engage with technology in a 

multiplicity of ways to accomplish various and dynamic ends, and ultimately creative in 

making technology work for them (Sey, 2011). In reporting the findings, some excerpts in 

form of quotes13 from the respondents’ own words are reproduced. In most cases, this was to 

corroborate the themes and findings being discussed and to give voice to the children – an 

important motivation for this study. 

 

To recap, this study set out to answer a central question: To what extent do children in rural 

and urban spaces in Nigeria engage with digital technologies such as mobile phones, 

computers, and the Internet; and what are their shared lived experience of these technologies? 

More specific questions that were explored include: 

1. What is the extent of access the children have to digital technologies – through whom and 

mostly through what specific technologies?  

2. How do the children use technology and how does this technology use impact them?  

3. What are teens’ preferences with regards to the new media and mainstream media, the 

reasons behind their media tastes; and their perceptions towards digital technologies in 

general? 

4. What role do parents, guardians, schools, and adults play in these practices?  

5. Away from the influence of meditators, what kinds of agency do digital technologies and 

digital affordances enable in the young people’s identity negotiation? 

 

                                                 

13   It must be noted that the excerpted quotes are not exhaustive; they are only a few (significant) samples out of 

many others which corroborate the theme or particular finding being discussed. Aside from very minor edits to 

aid readability, the quotes are reproduced verbatim. Participants’ numbers, assigned to them during the 

discussions, and their locations are indicated alongside their quotes. A limitation here is that their age is not 

accounted for; however, they all fell within the 13-18 years age bracket which is the age range this study focuses 

on. 
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In the next five chapters, analyses and discussion of findings are spread out in themes. To 

reiterate, each of these chapters incorporates the discussion within the analysis by 

highlighting the ways in which the findings or results corroborate or challenge existing 

literature and theoretical frameworks or assumptions.   
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Teens’ access to digital technologies 

“I use mobile phone because it is the one I can afford, and it is what I should 

use now at my age. I also browse the internet with my phone to read news, 

Facebook, and download music.” —Student 6, Female, Anambra State 

Introduction 

This chapter focuses on data presentation, analysis and discussion of the first finding theme 

which is on teens’ access to digital technologies. The analysis concentrates on the extent to 

which the children have access to technologies – through whom and mostly through what 

specific technologies. In the qualitative and quantitative research instruments, questions were 

posed to the teens which focused on the specific digital technologies they make use of, how 

often they use them, through whom they have access. Specific to the survey are questions on: 

ownership of mobile phones, uses and practices with mobile phones such as internet 

connectivity, access in school and at home, economic considerations, etc.  

Socio-demographic characteristics 

From the survey analysis, 49.3 percent of respondents were male, and 50.7 percent were 

female, indicating an equal distribution. There is an almost equal spread of respondents from 

both the urban and peri-urban areas at 37.7 percent and 36.7 percent, respectively; whereas 

the rural area accounted for 25.6 percent. In terms of age distribution, the data shows that the 

majority of the respondents (84.8 percent) fall within ages 14 to 17; whereas the 13- and 18-

year olds account for 5.1 percent and 9.9 percent, respectively. A greater percentage of the 

children (76 percent) were in the senior secondary classes as at the time of data collection. 

The clear disparity in the data on age and class of the children is explained by the point 

earlier made that in Nigeria, an average junior secondary school student is aged between 11 

and 14 years, whereas the average senior student is between 15 and 18 years (Universal Basic 

Education Commission, 2010). This means that there were indeed more chances of the 

respondents being in the senior secondary cadre than the junior cadre. 
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Table 2:Demographic characteristics of Children 

 

Variables Characteristics Percentages 

(n=380) 

 

 

Location 

 

Urban 

Peri-urban 

Rural 

 

37.7 

36.7 

25.6 

 

    

Gender Male 

Female 

49.3 

50.7 

 

    

Age 13 years 

14 years 

15 years 

16 years 

17 years 

18 years 

5.1 

16.9 

22.8 

22.8 

22.3 

9.9 

 

Class Junior Secondary 

Senior Secondary 

24 

76 

 

 

Ownership, Alternative access and Frequency of usage 

The single most dominant digital technology to which the teens14 have access and make use 

of most regularly, is the mobile phone. Personal computer and laptop especially for those 

living in urban areas rank second, followed by the Internet and social media which, 

                                                 

14 It is important to note that at the end of the analyses of data, three types of respondents emerged: those who 

had digital devices of their own and make use of them; those who do not have digital devices of their own but 

make use of them via alternative means such as parents, godparents and other relatives; and those who do not 

own any mobile devices and neither make use of them via any alternative means. The third category, however 

were few. The overall point to note here being that this study started out recruiting both owners and non-owners 

of digital devices, assuming that it was important to (1) not exclude anyone, (2) find out the lived experience of 

the non-owners, and (3) find out the possibility of alternative uses.  
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unsurprisingly, are accessed largely via mobile phones, and secondarily through their 

parents’/guardians’ or older siblings’ computers; and then cybercafés15. Further, two-thirds 

(63.7 percent) of the children owned mobile phones of their own, and a greater percentage of 

this were aged 14 to 18 years. Additionally, almost 60% had Internet-enabled mobile phones, 

implying that such technology is fairly widespread and significantly used among the cohort 

of young people studied, but particularly among the secondary school teens within ages 14 to 

18 years. This equally means that the majority of the young people use smartphones as 

opposed to non-browsing or feature phones. 

 

Consistent with previous research on digital practices of children in Africa and beyond (Jung, 

et al., 2012; UNICEF, et al., 2012; UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Lauricella, Cingel, 

Blackwell, Wartella & Conway, 2014; Espinosa, et al., 2015; Third, et al., 2017; UNICEF 

Ghana, 2017), this study confirms that an increasing number of teens have access to digital 

technologies especially mobile phones and the Internet and majority have access to either a 

shared phone or their own personal phone, with internet access. In a study which explores the 

role of mobile technology in the lives of adolescents and young people living in developing 

nations, UNICEF, et al. (2012) found that young people in South Africa aged 15 to 24 years 

rank as one of the highest users of mobile technology and mobile social networking in Africa. 

Nevertheless, the study reported a pronounced digital divide in relation to ownership of 

digital technologies, access and use occasioned by race, socioeconomic differences, and 

geography.  

 

Similarly, in a study of online behaviours and digital experiences of 9 – 11-year olds and 

their parents, in Ghana, UNICEF Ghana (2017) found that just like the present study, mobile 

phones were the main technology used. The majority of the children in the Ghana study, 

much like those in Nigeria, had a relatively regular access to the Internet, mostly through 

smartphones, but only when they need to. This means that more than half of them experience 

barriers to regular, uncompromised access to digital technologies such as cost of device and 

internet connectivity, downsides inherent in shared mobile usage, lack of internet access in 

remote areas, strict parental mediation, etc. The study also confirms that children mostly 

                                                 

15 It is interesting that cybercafés remain relevant for the digital experiences of children. In many parts of Africa, 

including Nigeria, cybercafé owners have lost huge profits and their appeal dwindling, since mobile telephony 

and mobile internet have become prevalent in use in these climes (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013) 
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make use of digital technologies at home, more than at school, and that access to and use of 

mobile phones, Internet and computers is mainly through their parents and guardians.  

 

In their study of 152 young people in Kenya aged between 12 and 17, UNICEF & Intermedia 

(2013, pp.2-3) found three categories of children who make use of digital technologies – 

dabblers, proficients, and the savvy set. Considering the level of access to and use of digital 

technologies among the rural and urban Nigerian children, it is difficult to say for sure, where 

they belong within the above three categories. Nevertheless, it is undeniable and evident that 

many children, especially teens, are accessing and making use of digital technologies in 

direct and alternative ways.  

 

This finding foregrounds the notion of “mobile leapfrogging”, a term defined by Puspitasari 

and Ishii (2015, p.472) as the process by which new Internet users (in this case, young 

people) access the Internet using mobile phones, skipping the wired Internet connection. It is 

argued that mobile Internet can play more significant role by serving as a tool to leapfrog the 

digital divides in developing countries (Donner, et al., 2011; Puspitasari & Ishii, 2015). 

Several studies have confirmed the increasing access to and use of mobile phones among 

young people, in addition to the ubiquity of web-enabled mobile phones and mobile internet 

in parts of Africa (Kreutzer, 2009; Donner, et al., 2011; UNICEF, Beger & Sinha, 2012; 

UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Willems, 2016; Byrne, et al., 2016; Third, et al., 2017; 

UNICEF Ghana, 2017).  

 

Mobile phones playing a dominant role in young people’s digital practices and participation 

is significant and corroborates existing research which position them as the most popular and 

dominant digital technology, thereby transfiguring the penetration and adoption of digital 

technologies in Africa (Acker & Mbiti, 2010; Wasserman, 2011; Chiumbu, 2012; Willems & 

Mano, 2017). The young people reported to possessing and accessing these technologies 

through their parents, guardians, uncles, aunts, and older siblings. Implicitly, the qualitative 

data indicates that most of their phones were bought by their parents and 

guardians/godparents; while others include extended family members, older siblings and the 

children themselves.  

 

Corroborating this finding, the survey data shows that 57.3 percent of the respondents had 

their mobile phones bought for them by their parents and guardians. This could mean that the 
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income of these mediators might have been a decisive factor in the children’s ownership of 

phones, the quality of such phones and Internet connectivity they were allowed to have. Also, 

a few of them came to own mobile phones and computers as birthday presents from their 

family or as rewards for something like academic accomplishment. The focus group data 

indicated that those who did not have mobile phones of their own used their parents’, 

guardians’ or older siblings’ phones, and this is supported by survey findings which showed 

that 64.8 percent of this cohort used their parents’ and guardians’ phones, and another 16 

percent used their older siblings’.  

Figure 10: The source of respondents’ Mobile phones 

Those who bought mobile phones by themselves did so either from personal savings or were 

supported by their parents and guardians after they had saved up a substantial part of the 

money. This was supported by the survey data which shows that a significant 23 percent 

acquired mobile phones by without parental support.  

Noteworthy is the fact that the focus group data revealed that only a few of the participants 

agreed to have owned mobile phones of their own in the rural areas; although many of them 

made use of their parents’, siblings’ or friends’. Often, this created ‘techno-shame’ arising 

from their not having personal mobiles, and their responses were a bit hesitated. The 

23%

57%

10%

7%
2%1%

Source of respondents' mobile phones

Children Parents/Guardians Older siblings Uncle/Aunt Friends Grandparent
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researcher made them understand that it was acceptable to not have a phone yet, and that 

having a mobile phone was not a criterion for participating in the conversation.  

Results from the quantitative analysis further showed other salient aspects of teens’ access to 

digital technologies. A significant portion of the respondents (30.9 percent) reported relying 

on their personal money for airtime and internet data bundles. The next category of people 

they relied on for these essentials was their parents, much more than any other source. 

However, half of the children (52.7 percent) relied on a combination of their parents, 

themselves and other sources (ranging from relatives to friends) for purchase of airtime and 

internet data bundles.  

In further evidencing the level of access the teens have to digital technologies (namely mobile 

phones, computers, and the Internet), the children reported to have last used their mobile 

phones for as recent as the morning of the focus group discussions, the previous afternoon 

and night, and a few days before. There were also those who had last used their mobiles the 

previous week and month and during their last holidays, but narrated the fact that they were 

banned from using phones by their parents for reasons ranging from distractions from studies, 

to incessant depletion of parents’ Internet data bundles, etc.  

The survey data additionally shows that two-thirds (66 percent) of the children used mobile 

phones for between 1 – 5 hours and above whenever they got a chance to use them; although 

one-third of them used it for less than an hour. This suggests that the children used mobile 

phones for a considerable length of time. Consistent with previous research from developed 

countries such as America (Lauricella, et al., 2014), mobiles were used on daily and weekly 

basis by Nigerian teens; and the use of computers (PCs and laptops) were less often or 

occasional, in all the scenarios covered by the study.  

Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated that young people in Nigeria have access to a number of 

digital technologies, namely (in their order of dominance) mobile phones, personal computers 

and laptops, Internet and social media. Their access to the Internet and social media was 

mostly through the mobile internet and internet-enabled (or smart) phones. Their device-

based access is both direct – ownership of own phones, and indirect or alternative – shared 

use or from other sources. This suggests that access to technology has a domesticated outlook 
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to it and buttresses the suitability of the domestication theory in this study. Pockets of 

evidence also reveal that there’s a high and regular usage of digital technologies by the 

children in Nigeria, especially mobile phones and the Internet; although this differs within the 

rural and urban (or peri-urban) spaces. It is also important to note that the young people’s 

device-based access to technology is not essentially uniform or homogenous since they 

differed in terms of social class, gender, age and digital skill.  

 

Mobile telephony has undergone a remarkable innovation with the introduction of 

smartphones which provide easy and faster access to Internet resources and thereby enabling 

digital leapfrogging that skips the wired internet connection (Puspitasari & Ishii, 2015). 

Otieno (2009, p.18) suggests that the impact of digital leapfrogging could better be 

understood in relation to the dramatic and significant ways in which mobile phones have 

penetrated even the rural parts of Africa. According to the author, providing telephony 

services to the rural population has historically been an expensive affair until the arrival of 

the mobile phone. He further argues that: 

About half of this population has access to the same quality of mobile services 

that its urban counterparts enjoy. There are people who may be cut off from 

traditional media channels such as newspapers and television, but thanks to the 

mobile, have access to the Internet and mobile media (2009, p.18).  

 

The increasing adoption of smartphones also means that “the distinction between computers 

and mobile phones is getting blurred” (Puspitasari & Ishii, 2015, p.475) and consequently, 

users such as children may increasingly feel as though they are not missing anything by not 

using PCs. Alluding to the technology domestication practices in the continent, Merchant 

(2012, p.779) reminds that “mobiles will remain remarkable for the fact that they have been 

so quickly and so seamlessly absorbed into the fabric of day-to-day life”, further lending 

credence to this study’s use of domestication and technology appropriation framework. In 

this line of thinking, the notion of mobile leapfrogging shares consistency with a 

metaphorical conception of domestication that provides understanding of how technology 

could be tamed and contextualised within particular locales and spaces.   

 

Chaudron (2015, p.8) has referred to smartphones as “the melting pot devices” through which 

young people play games, watch videos, connect on social networks and engage with their 

schoolwork – much like the Nigerian teens investigated in this study.  Furthermore, Bailur, 

Donner, Locke, Schoemaker, and Smart (2015) have, in the study of digital lives in Ghana, 
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Kenya and Uganda, argued that “the shift to the digital is underway even among resource-

constrained communities, and that “youth, the poor, urban and rural, men and women, all are 

using mobile devices in increasingly dynamic and varied ways in their own lives.” (p.3). The 

study however avers that there are still variations in skill, intensity, and effectiveness.  

The findings of this study in relation to Nigerian teens’ access to digital technologies do not 

however attempt to overstate the increasing and dramatic adoption and appropriation of 

digital technologies in global South contexts such as Africa. Scholars in different climes 

continue to provide compelling evidence of the digital divide that exists between the global 

North and the global South. Although the digital transformations brought by ICTs remain 

huge, it is still easily observable that “global availability is not synonymous with global 

affordability” (Nyamnjoh, 2002, p.43). Given the marginalities experienced by African 

countries in relation to global economics, limited resources, and the enormous costs of 

cultural production and dissemination, it might not yet be the time to entertain the rhetoric of 

optimism, utopianism or euphoria (Nyamnjoh, 1999, 2002; Wasserman, 2011). Indeed, when 

it concerns children and youth, expectations regarding the promise of ICTs are often at their 

highest, building on the hugely appealing rhetoric of the ‘digital native’ (Banaji, Livingstone, 

Nandi, & Stoilova, 2018, p.2). 
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CHAPTER SIX 

Uses, impacts and domestication of digital technologies in everyday 

life 

“I make use of mobile phone because it is affordable, it helps in easy 

communication, I browse with it and get information and to chat with my 

friends and loved ones.  Mobile phone is easy to learn and handle.” —Student 2, 

Female, Anambra State 

Introduction 

In the preceding chapter, the children’s level of access to digital technologies had been 

established, more so in relation to ownership, alternative access and frequency of use. In this 

chapter, attention is paid to the broad themes around the uses, impacts and domestication of 

technology in the teens’ everyday life. The five themes include: gaming; social connections; 

schoolwork, information and news; fostering family connection in real time; and leveraging 

self-learning and education requirements. An understanding of rural and urban teens’ uses of 

digital technologies in Nigeria – through the lens of domestication in everyday practices – is 

essential to our understanding of the impacts and significant outcomes made possible by 

technology in this clime.  

Gaming 

Gaming was found to be popular among the teenagers, with both male and female 

participants affirming their love for playing games with mobile phones, computers and video 

game machines purchased by their parents for them or owned by their older siblings, parents 

and godparents. They enjoyed playing games for a variety of reasons. These range from the 

support they gain for emotional and physical wellbeing, fun and entertainment when bored, 

keeping busy when there’s nothing else such as studying or house chores to do, stimulating a 

happy mood, to relaxing when their parents, relatives and guardians were not available to 

police them.  

Technology has done so many good things. In my life as a child I can’t stay a day 

without playing games. I play mobile games with my dad’s phone or I play 

outside. So technology did great thing for me through mobile games because I 
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don’t think I can cope a day without game. (Student 7, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-

Abuja). 

I feel happy using it because when I am alone in the house the phone keeps me 

company. I play games with the phone; without the phone I will be dull and 

bored. (Student 5, Female, ECSS Awka, Anambra state). 

The frequency of their engagement with games appears regular as many of them reported to 

playing games from every day to several times in a week, albeit whenever they get the 

chance. Some of their favourite games include: Snake games, Temple run, Mortal Combat, 

wrestling, Medal of Honour, Zuma, football matches, Java games, Dr Drive.   

Digital or electronic play as an increasingly popular outcome of children’s practices with 

technology contributes to a social and mental development of children and youth. It replaces 

traditional forms of play with toys (from a western perspective – see Fleming, 2008) and 

physical play activity rooted in cultural symbolism which is peculiar to the Nigerian society 

characterised by folk tales, football, outdoor games, etc. 

Although video and computer games have had a long history, since the 1970s, of being 

associated with negative effects on children and youth, there has been a contemporaneous 

change in attitude towards moral evaluation of media and technology (see Critcher, 2008), 

recent studies have corroborated the fact that many pre-teens and adolescents are fond of 

playing games as part of their new media practices, using mobile phones, applications and 

other devices. Fleming (2008, p.55-69) has called them “mediatised toys” or “mediatised 

symbolic objects” which replace traditional toy objects, especially for boys.  

However, electronic play as a new site of recreation for children is still largely unexplored. In 

their study of Australian young people’s use of digital technologies, Swist, et al. (2015) found 

that online and video games, provide opportunities for learning, creativity, identity formation, 

socialisation, relaxation and stress relief. Like Nigerian children, the study finds that it is 

increasingly recognised that digital social games, like traditional forms of play, can contribute 

substantially to positive youth development in Australian children.  

In a study of African-American children aged 10-17, Johnson (2014) found that the children 

consistently listed games as their favourite activity and argues that this was a key part of their 

“hanging out” pattern of media usage (Johnson, 2014, p.6). Focusing on digital gaming, 
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Pallitt (2013) investigated children’s gaming relationships with peers in out-of-school settings 

and explores their readings or interpretation of digital games as gendered media texts, in 

Cape Town, South Africa. By focusing on two after-school play settings in suburban Cape 

Town, the author was immersed in contexts where groups of middle-class children (ages 4–

13) engaged in supervised play with digital games. The study “finds that children responded 

to ludic gendering, performed gender and other identities for peers, and navigated meanings 

of games in contextual ways” (p. 9).  

Social connection 

One of the most prominent uses to which teens put digital technologies was to create, foster, 

and maintain their social relationships with peers, parents and people they considered 

important. Subsequent analysis – in line with their perceptions of digital technologies 

particularly, and media preferences in general – indicated significantly that the teenagers 

relied very much on their mobile phones to communicate, stay connected and to feel part of 

certain social groups. These social groups, crucial to their everyday life extend from home to 

school and similar spaces. The social connections enabled by the instrumentality of digital 

technologies help in understanding of the children’s digital lifeworlds.  

 

In addition, the theme of social connection explores the psychological and emotional 

satisfactions derived when teens feel so connected and belonged. Studies have argued that 

contemporary teens want to engage in the same practices they have always engaged in such 

as talking, sharing, flirting, joking, confiding, comparing, making new friends, building 

relationships and widening their circle of friendships (Ito, et al., 2008; Livingstone, 2014; 

Stern and Burke Odland, 2017). The difference is that a part of these now go on through their 

mobile phones and online networks via texting, instant messaging, mobile phones, and 

Internet connections. These support them in extending friendships that they navigate in the 

familiar contexts of school, religious organisations, sports, and other local activities. 

 

In the following analysis, social connection as an impact or significant outcome of children’s 

use of digital technologies is discussed under three sub themes: seamless communication and 

friendship; social networking; dealing with boredom, routine, sadness, and loneliness.  
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Seamless communication and friendship 

Communication and friendship were very important to the young people. They reported using 

mobile phones to call their friends and relatives, send text messages, chat on social networks, 

specifically Facebook and WhatsApp, and to generally keep in touch with classmates, friends 

and relatives who were faraway. The practice of keeping in touch with far-away relatives and 

friends is essentially the lived experience of many of them who lived with relatives and 

godparents to attend school in the city or elsewhere. 

If I am not with my phone I won't be okay because I don't stay with my parents 

and I can't stay without talking with them. (Student 1, Male, ECSS, Anambra 

state). 

I do not have a phone, but I usually use my uncle’s phone to call my mother… 

(Student 8, Female, ECSS, Anambra state). 

I communicate with my family members, my relatives and I can’t live without it. 

(Student 8, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

I do not have a phone, but I use my aunt’s phone to play games and make calls to 

my parents. (Student 6, Female, ECSS, Anambra state). 

For those of us who do not live with our parents it helps to communicate with 

them. (Student 6, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

 

Several studies have corroborated this finding in relation to the ways in which digital 

technologies aid children’s social connection and relationships (Ito, et al., 2008; UNICEF & 

Intermedia, 2013; Livingstone, 2014; Xie, 2014; Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016; Ergler, 

et al., 2016; Stevens, et al., 2016; Third, et al., 2017; Stern & Burke Odland, 2017). It is 

difficult to examine young people’s friendships and peer networks without recognising their 

sudden absorption into social networking sites such as Facebook and others (Xie, 2014; 

Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016). In their study, Third, et al. (2017) found that children 

identify connection, communication and sharing as key benefits of engaging with digital 

technologies and they perceive a vital role for digital technologies. 

 

Furthermore, in terms of seamless communication, mobiles helped in transmitting important 

information between the teens and their friends when they got sick or missed school for any 

reason.  

Though I don't have a phone of my own I normally use my mother's phone for 

WhatsApp, Facebook, Instagram and I do phone calls; call my friends. (Student 

1, Female, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

When I don't go to school I can use the device to communicate with others, find 

out what happened in school. They can use it to send me the assignment or 

anything they did in school and I can use it to browse the internet… (Student 5, 

Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 
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I make use of mobile phone for easy communication with my friends and relatives 

that are not close. (Student 9, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

 

In terms of friendship, the children’s use of mobile technology helped reduce the stress of 

friendship with regards to the time and resources it normally would take to maintain them. 

For instance, sometimes it would normally cost more money and time visiting friends in their 

respective homes than staying connected via digital spaces. In deepening their friendships 

also, the data suggest that digital technologies helped the young people in reaching and 

helping themselves out with mutual favours; and sometimes this was done through a simple 

text message. This is consistent with other studies such as Bock’s (2013, p.70) finding that 

South African adolescents’ use of social networks is more relational than transactional and 

that they use them to achieve a number of communicative goals such as making plans, asking 

for and offering help and support. boyd (2014) opines that developing meaningful friendships 

is a key component of teens’ ‘growing up’. By offering advice, support, entertainment and 

escape route to loneliness to each other, young people “enable the transition to adulthood by 

providing a context beyond that of family and home” (boyd, 2014, p.17). 

 

The possibilities of seamless communication and less costly-to-maintain-friendships were 

vital to achieving a level of happiness and peacefulness for the children.  

Yes, I feel happy using them because sometimes you get to chat with your friends 

and maybe is been long you get in contact with them so you like contact with them 

whenever you are done, you feel happy. (Student 10, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-

Abuja). 

Anytime I use these technologies I feel very happy. Like some of my friends that I 

have not been talking with, anytime I use it to communicate with them I feel so 

very happy and some of my siblings that is in school I use it to communicate in 

order to get some information from them. (Student 3, Female, GSS Nyanya, FCT-

Abuja). 

 

Social networking 

Many of the children used their mobile phones and social media to connect and exchange 

information with old peers and to make new ones, including from outside the country. The 

most dominant of the social networks they signed up on was Facebook, although some of 

them reported having Instagram account as well. Their Facebook friends ranged from as low 

as 100 to as high as over 1,000. Also, many of them used IM platforms such as WhatsApp 

and Facebook Messenger.  
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On Facebook I chatted with all my friends in SS 2, we were making jest of ourselves and 

cracking some jokes and people will be commenting on it and in Instagram, I check my 

followers and follow other people. (Unknown student, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

The use of social media among teenagers has emerged as a key practice associated with 

contemporary youth culture. In Born Digital, Palfrey and Gasser (2008) albeit broadly, 

enthuse that “Digital Natives have plenty of friends, in real space and in the virtual worlds… 

for the rest of the world to see. Through social networks sites, Digital Natives connect with 

and IM and share photos with friends all over the world.”   And children’s motivation to 

transgress boundaries with social networks is more likely driven by the growing need to be 

independent from parents and to establish a desirable identity in their peer network 

(Lauricella, et al., 2014; boyd, 2014; Livingstone, 2014; Stern & Burke Odland, 2017). For 

instance, Swist, et al. (2015) found that Australian youth (and broadly European children) use 

digital technologies to build, extend and maintain personal networks and to negotiate 

appropriate collective and personal identities. According to their review, children in Europe 

are utilising the Internet and portable devices in forging new forms of mobility, sociability, 

education, entertainment, identity exploration, protection, and privacy.  

With specific focus on Africa, a growing number of studies attest to the increasing presence 

of adolescents in the digital media space, especially due to broadband and mobile internet 

access and mobile telephony (UNICEF, Beger & Sinha, 2012; Bock, 2013; Pfeiffer et al., 

2014; Willems, 2016; Third, et al., 2017).  A good number of the teens in Nigeria, especially 

those who did not own mobiles of their own tended to use their parents’ devices to sign up to 

or create social media accounts. In some cases, their parents were not even aware that the 

apps were installed in their mobiles because these parents did not have the time to notice 

everything going on in their own phones. Confirming this, UNICEF & Intermedia’s (2013) 

study found that when adolescents in Kenya share a mobile phone with anyone, they create 

separate folders or spaces on the phones for their own content and contact lists. 

For some of the children, the social networks sites have become an online ‘playground’ in 

which they assemble with their friends and interact almost in ways they hitherto were not 

able and opportune to interact in real-life. Such shared online communication is essential for 

children’s personal wellbeing in the digital age since according to Arnett (1995) cited in 

Livingstone & Sefton-Green (2016, p.34), young people prefer to control the resources that 

inform their self-biography, through the media and in transgression of the authorised 
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narratives of themselves from parents and school – which are often moralistic and 

teleological. Bock (2013, p.69) has called this “cyber socialising” while arguing that these 

media enable adolescents to be socially connected as part of an in-group, despite physical and 

geographic constraints.  

Further, danah boyd’s position becomes aptly fitting in this argument when she said that 

“social media has added a new twist…by forcing teenagers to question themselves in order to 

simply be present” (2007, p.99). By ‘being present’, boyd means the process whereby young 

people “write themselves into being” online; or the process of online self-making as Bruner 

(1991) cited in Livingstone & Sefton-Green (2016, p.33) calls it. The importance of social 

connection made possible by social networks is such that social media becomes a 

determining factor for the children’s happiness or relief from stress and boredom. The next 

sub theme deals with this in greater detail.  

Dealing with boredom, routine, sadness and loneliness 

The children strongly reported using mobile phones, the Internet and social networks to 

negotiate issues relating to their (mental) wellbeing ranging from boredom, routine, sadness, 

to loneliness; sometimes caused by the strict rules of their parents, relatives, guardians, 

schools, or other external factors. They deal with these issues through chatting, texting, 

occasional phone calls, watching funny videos, playing games, and listening to music. The 

significant outcomes from these practices included restoration of happiness, relaxation, 

gainful distraction, and relief from the stress of schoolwork, home chores and errands.  

I use music to calm myself when I am annoyed and to make work easier because 

when I am listening to music I will not know when I am done with my chores, so if 

these things are removed I think life will be very hard for me. (Student 11, Male, 

GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

I like using my mobile phone because it gives me relief from too much errands 

from my parents. (Student 12, Female, GSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

Like when I am bored I will just take my phone I hear music and at the same time 

I play my game…that’s when I have finished everything I am doing because my 

phone keeps me going. There is this vibe when I am using my phone like mehn! I 

can’t even stop. It just comes like when I am using my phone…I am actually high 

in spirit because it gives me joy, because when I am sad I just carry my phone 

and start listening to my music or playing my games. I am just free. (Student 8, 

Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

WhatsApp and Facebook. I may be sad, they might have annoyed me at home and 

I pick up my phone and start chatting with them, they might share jokes that make 

me happy and make me forget all my sorrows. If the social media is not there I 

think it may affect me. (Student 10, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 
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In dealing with boredom and loneliness particularly, using mobile phones keeps the children, 

especially the male cohort, from ‘wasting their time’ and from thinking about negative 

physical activities to explore or experiment on with their friends. Some of them declared 

thus: 

I feel joy when I am using it for music. Sometimes I use to forget kind of bad bad 

(sic) things I use to think… (Student 7, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

…also if there is nothing like the phone and the internet one would be bored and 

doing nothing. This may lead one into walking about aimlessly. (Student 1, Male, 

ECSS, Anambra state). 

 

Research literature, although scarcely from within Africa, corroborate the fact that, like 

Nigerian teens, young people elsewhere are dealing with boredom, exhaustion from routine, 

sadness and loneliness through their use of digital technologies such as mobile phones and 

the Internet. In Kenya, as reported by UNICEF and Intermedia’s (2013) study, one of the 

overarching motivations for children’s use of digital and social media is to alleviate boredom, 

and to pass the time by using mobile phone for texting, making calls, etc. Highlighting the 

notion of self-care, Wilson (2016, p.283) in a study of children in Scotland, argued that 

children’s use of digital technologies may constitute resources for taking care of oneself, or 

what the author calls “technologies of self-care” in dealing with anxiety and difficult 

circumstances. In similar vein, Livingstone and Sefton-Green (2016, p.32) write about a 

“third sphere” in children’s private space after the home and school, and conclude that this 

sphere is where they hang out and escape the strictures of home and school.  

 

Although there is no strong evidence to suggest that leisure time activities are being 

completely displaced; however, for an increasing number of teens in Nigeria, media-related 

and internet-based activities are becoming important components of their lives. This assertion 

is supported by authors like Kadiri and Muhammed (2011) who contend that there are few 

recreational facilities in most developing countries, including Nigeria. Consequently, this 

makes children rely on media as a past-time and hobby. What then happens is that digital 

technologies provide for the children means of resilience and escape to routine/boredom, 

home stress, academic pressures, and loneliness. This could be understood as one of the ways 

in which children in Nigeria domesticate technologies to suit their proclivities and self-care 

routines in everyday life.  
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In Nigeria, and parts of Africa, extracurricular, outdoor activities, leisure and hobbies are 

now rarely prioritised by schools, parents and guardians (Kadiri & Muhammed, 2011; 

Oyeyemi, Ishaku, Oyekola, Wakawa, Lawan, Yakubu & Oyeyemi, 2016). Notably, Oyeyemi, 

et al. (2016, p.2) report that in Africa, only 8% to 35% of African youth engaged in sufficient 

levels of physical activity for 60 minutes a day on at least 5 days per week. In Nigeria, about 

72% of school going adolescents engage in physical activity at least once a month, 59% 

engaged at moderate levels, and more than 50% engaged in low levels of physical activity 

(Oyeyemi, et al., 2016). The situation has been attributed to socio-economic changes in 

family setting in developing countries, due to industrialisation and modernisation from the 

West since the 1970s. Consequently, the “demands of school and work, leaves children with 

little time for play and leisure” (Corsaro, 2005, p.104).  Children’s academic performance 

comes first for most Nigerian parents as this then ensures that their futures – often tied to 

formal education – remain secure and promising.  

This is nonetheless consistent with the experience of children in more developed contexts 

where educational attainment is associated with virtually every standard measure of socio-

economic success in society (Bradbrook, Alvi, Fisher, Lloyd, Moore, Thompson, Brake, 

Helsper & Livingstone, 2008). According to Stern and Burke Odland (2017, p.509), 

teenagers in the West “often find social media as a veritable solution for restrictions arising 

from non-loitering policies and policed movements that have pushed teenagers away from 

historically popular hangout destinations such as malls”. Scholars like Livingstone & Sefton-

Green (2016) albeit from the standpoint of the British society, have argued that the changing 

ethnic and religious composition has remixed cultural norms and practices in relation to 

family life, resulting in teenagers staying on longer at school, taking more exams, more likely 

to enter higher education, etc. For young people in America, boyd (2014) raises the point 

about social media providing teens the opportunity to form and engage with networked 

publics since they often are now denied the chance to participate in public life by anxious 

adults.  

Furthermore, research literature has raised the issue of whether the use of television and 

digital technologies while having little physical activity could be linked to child obesity, 

depression and other health risks (Vandewater, Shim & Caplovitz, 2004; American Academy 

of Pediatrics, 2011; O’Keeffe, Clarke-Pearson & Council on Communications and Media, 

2011; Goodall, Ban, Birks & Clifton, 2013; Smahel, Wright & Cernikova, 2015). Although 
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the issue remains contested among various category of researchers, there seems to be 

evidence suggesting that children experience both physical and mental health symptoms 

while using digital media even for a short-term period (Smahel, et al., 2015). The present 

study equally provides an indication of the psychological impact of technology on Nigerian 

children when two of the participants aged 16 thought that using mobiles and the Internet 

stressed them out and made them feel crushing guilt because of the amount of time they 

spend with digital devices and online platforms. It is therefore important to study in detail 

children’s use of digital technologies as technologies of self-care, and whether technologies 

exacerbate their mental health, rather than checkmate it. 

Schoolwork, information and news 

Earlier analysis of the young people’s perceptions towards digital technologies revealed a 

strong inclination to rely on the Internet for schoolwork and information, using mobile 

phones and occasionally, computers. In analysing the children’s significant outcomes with 

digital media, they reported having used Internet-enabled mobile- and smart-phones to tackle 

their school assignments and “to get answers to difficult questions”. Equally, some of them 

had had to go to cybercafés for this same purpose. Some of the participants shared thus: 

I feel happy using the mobile phone because I use the internet to find answers to 

the assignment given to me by my teacher. (Student 6, Male, CSS Oraeri, 

Anambra state). 

I use my mobile phone to browse the internet e.g. Google. If I am given a hard 

assignment, I go to Google and ask some questions… (Student 10, Male, GSS 

Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

I have joy using the mobile phone because with it I get answers to difficult 

questions. (Student 4, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

Mostly I use the internet. Whenever they give us assignment, I go to the internet 

and sometimes they ask you to do research. (Student 3, Female GSS Jabi, FCT-

Abuja). 

 

Several studies have corroborated the importance that children attach to using digital 

technologies for their schoolwork (Thinyane, 2010; Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016; 

Third, et al., 2017; Badri, Nuaimi, Guang & Rashedi, 2017). From the data, what however 

was not clear was what the children meant when they isolated ‘research’, ‘information’ and 

‘assignment’ in their discussions. Nevertheless, it was possible that ‘research’ and 

‘information’ may have implied searching for general information or knowledge on subjects 

or interests that extend beyond schoolwork (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013). This assumption 

is supported by some of the examples they cited during the discussions: quickly looking up 

the dictionary meaning of words, searching for football schedules and scores, etc.  
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I think it is important in our lives because like for me I don’t have a dictionary 

like if I am in the class and I hear a new word actually from a teacher, I can 

easily go to my phone and check the meaning. (Student 7, Female, GSS Jabi, 

FCT-Abuja). 

The main problem the mobile phone solves for me is communication and research 

because I do a lot of research as a science student. (Student 1, Male, CSS Oraeri, 

Anambra state). 

Besides the opportunity to access information quicker, when compared to the old 

or legacy media such as books and newspapers, another reason for preferring the 

Internet and the mobile phone was because the children thought that their 

parents, godparents and relatives often spent less money on buying books that 

they need for schoolwork. 

With mobile phone one get to do something easy and fast.  For instance, you can 

use the dictionary app in your phone instead of looking for paper dictionary. 

Mobile phone helps at the spot of event. Also, most parents do not have the money 

to buy textbooks for their children but with the phone, the child can get access to 

those books thereby saving cost. (Student 12, Female, ECSS, Anambra state). 

  

The data also suggests that the teens, especially those living within the urban and peri-urban 

spaces, were encouraged by some of their teachers to use the Internet for their assignments, 

although the teachers still frowned at their appearing in school with their mobiles. Their 

responses also suggest that these teachers gave them the impression that whatever they were 

unable to teach them could be grasped from the Internet. 

I like using mobile phone but is not my own. Is my auntie’s own. When they give 

assignment and the teacher says go and Google it so I will ask her to give me her 

phone. (Student 12, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Sometimes, I use it for my assignment or maybe a teacher has a subject she could 

not cover up she will say go and read up; follow the scheme of work so I use the 

laptop at times for it. (Student 11, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

The teens’ reliance on digital technologies for schoolwork and sourcing information is 

consistent with subsequent finding based on the children’s perception of digital technologies 

as being distractive and inimical to their ability to concentrate, retain information, learn 

deeply and forge critical thinking abilities as opposed to the legacy or old media such as 

books and television. As one of the respondents noted: 

I normally use it to do my assignment although I have my relevant textbooks to 

avoid me from being tempted. (Student 11, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

The idea of avoiding “being tempted” by the Internet as read from the above remark and 

similar ones like it may suggest therefore that many of the children perceived the use of the 

Internet to be a form of “cheating”, but one which they nonetheless found both unavoidable 
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and irresistible when negotiating the new media and the normative boundaries of mainstream 

learning and pedagogical landscape.  

 

Furthermore, news was another priority of the children when using mobiles, the Internet and 

occasionally, for the few who could afford to, computers. However, some of them confessed 

to not pandering towards news emanating from the legacy media such as television but 

preferred and relied on Facebook and blog sites for news about happenings. Until recent 

times, children’s access to news has been through the mainstream media and as dictated by 

their parents (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013). On Facebook, some of them followed the 

Facebook pages of some major news sites and got updated on latest news.  

For me, using mobile phone is important to a growing child because through the 

mobile phone you get information about things happening around you and you 

will also socialise with people. (Student 1, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

I make use of mobile phone to make calls, browse and do researches. I also use it 

to assess Linda Ikeji's blog, read news and know the latest happening. (Student 9, 

Male, CSS Isuofia, Anambra state). 

Yes because we are in the computer age, we need to be current with the recent 

happenings around us. (Student 4, Female, CSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

 

The above is consistent with earlier established fact that the teens perceived mobile phones 

and the Internet as indispensable information and knowledge resources. As has been noted 

earlier, a good number of the teens in Anambra State reported to having relied on the Internet 

and their mobile phones to stay up-to-date with happenings during some recent violent 

protests and killings involving members of the Biafra movement in the South East part of 

Nigeria where Anambra State is geographically located. 

Fostering family connection: childminding, monitoring, emergency 

There is an indication of the mobile phone assuming a largely-felt, critical role in the 

symbiosis between and among parents/guardians, the children and their older siblings in the 

urban settings particularly. The children reported that their parents and godparents would 

normally use mobile phone as a childminding and monitoring tool in the family setting. This 

corroborates what Plowman and McPake (2013, p.29) had rightly called “electronic 

babysitting” in their study with UK parents and children, and Ling and Haddon’s (2008, 

p.138) “remote parenting”, describing the state of affairs, like the children in this study 

testified, whereby parents and their children communicate about and keep track of family 

plans and household chores, etc. Back to the present study, some parents and guardians lead 

busy lives and find digital technologies as welcome alternative choices. Some of the children 
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reported to have been more allowed by their parents, godparents and older siblings with 

whom they live, to use mobile phones because with the digital devices, they could easily 

reach them when they are not home, and vice versa.  

The mobile phone assumes an important device domesticated in the family setting for such 

social yet serious use – especially as landline telephones have become almost inexistent in 

Nigerian households. By serving as a useful digital device during emergencies, to keep track 

of family members when the family is not together, and for family coordination, the mobile 

phone becomes appropriated in this way as a unifying point for familial connection and 

monitoring. Some of the children enthuse as follows: 

My parents support me to use the mobile phone because of the need to contact 

them when they are not home or to send me on errand. (Student 10, Male, CSS 

Oraeri, Anambra state). 

…but I have seen a case where a student brought his phone to school and the 

reason is because he wasn’t going home after school and where he was going to 

he needs communication… (Student 10, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

My parents encourage me to use the mobile phone so that when there is urgency 

they can call me to pass the message. (Student 5, Female, CSS Oraeri, Anambra 

state). 

My dad bought the phone for me, so I can contact him and also to find my way 

around in case I miss my way because I am new here. (Student 1, Male, CSS 

Oraeri, Anambra state). 

I used my phone last yesterday afternoon to call my mom to know what to prepare 

for dinner. (Student 8, Female, CSS Isuofia, Anambra state). 

Using a mobile phone is good because there may be an emergency especially 

when your parents are not home, you can use the phone to contact them 

immediately. (Student 4, Female, ECSS, Anambra state). 

…my mom supports me because sometimes she gets to send me to the market to 

buy some things for her and maybe I forgot something, so with the phone I can 

call her and ask her what I forgot and she will remind me. (Student 10, Male, 

GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

Scholars such as Livingstone and Sefton-Green (2016) and Third, et al. (2017) have aptly 

argued that the ways that mainstream media has represented the role of digital technologies in 

family life as being divisive in connection to the relationship between the old and the new 

generation has been problematic; however, this is changing with new research evidence. It is 

suggested that families are seeking ways to overcome the perceived threat the media “posed 

to family boundaries by seeking, instead, to use the media as a source of shared 

understanding, a convivial experience of family solidarity” (Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 

2016, p.11).  
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There is increasing new evidence that digital technology is becoming a more accepted part of 

everyday family life in many places around the world and that they can play a key role in 

facilitating intra-familial communication and strengthening family ties (Ling & Haddon, 

2008; Third, et al., 2017, p.72; Ergler, et al., 2016), changing family dynamics positively and 

negatively (Schofield-Clark, 2009; Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016) and advancing a 

bottom-up digital transmission from children to their parents, thereby helping to close up 

some digital inequality and literacy gap (Correa, 2015). Generally, scholars argue that 

adolescents are gradually playing the role of digital facilitators and digital champions in their 

families – to support and encourage parents, siblings and adults to go online (Correa, 2015; 

Eynon & Helsper, 2015; Correa, 2016). As one of the participants said: 

There are some things my parents don't know in the internet. When they see me 

do them they will be like I want to learn this, so they are very happy seeing me do 

those things (Student 10, Male, FCT-Abuja).  

Children increasingly playing the role of digital facilitators in family settings pushes the 

boundary of new conversation on domestication and appropriation of technology in the 

digital age, especially in relation to the disruption of traditional sense of family and parental 

authority.  

Leveraging self-learning and requirements of formal education 

Although this was not widespread and was only observed in the two urban schools in FCT-

Abuja and among a few male children, the data analysis showed that digital technologies 

such as computers and the Internet helped them to leverage on personal (self) learning efforts. 

Some of them have computers (laptops and desktops which they used at home), acquired by 

their parents and with which they learnt and engaged with micro and macro activities16. 

Here, we have an ICT teacher, so we can do all those things. After he has taught us, we go 

home and practice. We also use the internet. There is a website that is called touch develop 

there, we get more things on how rondo other things. Mostly, it is computer that I use. 

(Student 10, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

To me, it is very useful because I get the chance to get updated news and get more knowledge 

on how to create website, applications and other sorts of things on the internet and get daily 

16 By micro activities, it is meant word processing, spreadsheet and presentation, and printing documents. By 

macro activities, it is meant such ones as experimenting with basic computer programming, designing, website 

development and blogging. 
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updates on softwares and applications and I get the chance to create my own website to create 

applications for people to buy. (Student 11, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Indeed, studies have evidenced the fact that digital technologies are enabling children to 

participate in e-learning and to access a wide range of educational and learning resources not 

previously accessed by previous generations of children (Thinyane, 2010; Third, et al., 2017; 

Livingstone, Lemish, Lim, Bulger, Cabello, Claro, Cabello-Hutt, Khalil, Kumpulainen, 

Nayar, Nayar, Park, Tan, Prinsloo & Wei, 2017). Within research and social policy literature, 

“there is increasing emphasis on the use of technology for educational purposes, including 

interest in using mobile phones rather than other forms of digital technologies in countries 

where high levels of technological provision and internet access may not be a reality” 

(Beavis, 2013, p.40).  Nevertheless, significant disparities continue to severely limit 

educational opportunities (Beavis, 2013). 

 

Aside from the more technological outcomes in their personal development drive, the Internet 

was also useful for some others who relied on it for self-learnings, e.g. DIYs (Do-It-

Yourself’s) – how to play different kind of sports, food recipes, etc. They watched YouTube 

videos to learn how to develop or enhance a skill or interest. Some of the children similarly 

used Internet resources to gain wider knowledge of the field they wanted to pursue a future 

career in. Recent research has suggested the crucial role that Web 2.0 technologies such as 

YouTube clips, interactive Apps and instructional videos could play in fostering and 

supporting self-directed learning and aspirations of young people who are disengaged from 

mainstream schooling (Swist, et al., 2015). 

I derive great joy because first I educate myself in the internet and also, I am 

training myself because my career interest is to become a computer scientist, so I 

just like training myself for the future so whatever I am doing now is like for me, I 

am going further. I derive joy in doing it. (Student 9, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-

Abuja). 

I derive joy when I watch them because they give me more knowledge to know 

what I am supposed to know in future; to become what I want to become. 

(Student 4, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

 

In many parts of the world, “digital devices such as tablets, laptops and smartphones now 

support a diversity of informal learning practices at home, at work and on the move” (Selwyn 

& Facer, 2014, p.2), although questions of digital inequality and marginality remain rife 

across the world. Clearly, Nigerian children’s appropriation of technology for leveraging on 
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personal development and self-learning appears to be very gendered and classed as the 

finding shows that this is often experienced by male children living in urban cities, much 

more than the females and those who live in the rural or even peri-urban areas. In their study 

of UK children, Livingstone and Helsper (2007) found that socio-economic status and gender 

differences played a decisive role in the extent to which young people aged 9-19 years used 

the new media, including the quality of time spent on digital technologies and new media 

literacy picked up.  

 

Further analysis show that the children got support with some of the processes and academic 

requirements that have become associated with their formal education. They recount, for 

instance that they used the Internet to complete a number of academic essentials – 

registrations, applications, examinations, result checking, etc – making the Internet and 

digital devices indispensable. Existing research supports the assumption that ICTs and digital 

culture are widely recognised to have implications for education, and to raise both challenges 

and possibilities (Beavis, 2013). 

Summary and Conclusion 

Findings from this chapter have reflected the important and varied uses of digital technology 

for the children in Nigeria, and the underlying impact and significant outcomes from their 

practices with, and domestication of, technology. From gaming, maintenance of social 

connections, leveraging schoolwork, information and news, fostering family connection, to 

leveraging self-learning and education requirements, the findings foreground the idea of 

domestication whereby the teens metaphorically tame digital technologies to suit their 

realities as children in specific contexts, asserting their sense of agency and reflecting on their 

everyday and collective social practices with technology. The young people’s significant 

outcomes with technology mostly centre around the need for communication and interaction 

with friends first, and then family; cultivation and maintenance of their peer cultures; self-

care and dealing with mental health; and as critical resource for their education and 

information seeking. As Wilson (2016, p.282) inferred, children and young people use 

technologies to extend the spaces available to them in which to maintain relationships, to 

experiment with social identities, and to engage in an ‘economy of dignity’. 

 

Furthermore, the fact that these technologies are becoming ‘technologies of self-care’ 

(Wilson, 2015) for Nigerian children, significantly drives the conversation around the ways in 
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which children are using technologies to cope with everyday life challenges, mental health 

issues, and restrictive mediations by parents and other gatekeepers. This coping mechanism, 

an important point of departure on the thesis of domestication, has been described by 

different scholars in different ways, particularly in spatial terms connoting both the literal and 

figurative space that could be occupied by children. For instance, Livingstone & Sefton-

Green (2016) speak about a ‘third sphere’ which constitute children’s private space after the 

home and school. In addition, Wilson (2016) makes reference to ‘safe places of refuge’ where 

children feel protected from their problems and intrusion by adults.  

Within the body of research from the global North, a variety of benefits or outcomes 

associated with children’s digital practices and participations have been documented. These 

include: as identity growth, relationship development and maintenance, self-expression, 

social planning, idea exchange, community engagement, and enhanced health information 

access (Stern & Burke Odland, 2017). As different from the reality of Nigerian children as 

this might look, notably, this might be where the notion of domestication or appropriation of 

the digital becomes relevant in distinguishing the ways in which digital technologies are 

present and negotiated in everyday life of children in global South as separate from their 

contemporaries in the global North.  

However, despite the uses, impacts, significant outcomes and research evidence to support 

children’s practices with digital technology, concerns continue to rise regarding the negative 

impact of technology on children and particularly with regards to their online safety. Some of 

the recent research have suggested that handheld devices should be banned for children under 

12, and strictly monitored for children aged 12-18 (Strasburger & Hogan, 2013; Rowan, 

2017). The reason for such banal suggestion seems to be the growing evidence that handheld 

devices and especially mobile telephony have led to a dramatic increase in the accessibility 

and usage of digital technologies, particularly by very young children.  

The studies equally worry about the associated negative impact of unmonitored, excessive or 

uncontrolled digital media use on children, including rapid brain growth, obesity, sleep 

deprivation, mental illness, digital dementia, addictions, etc. (Rowan, 2017). Although these 

studies have come under attack by other researchers as being exaggerated, unrealistic, highly 

debatable and generally missing the point about children and digital technology use 

(Schofield-Clark, 2014; Nielsen, 2014), concerns and moral panics continue to double 
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especially in low-income contexts such as Nigeria, on the possible and perceived dangers 

posed by digital technologies to children’s wellbeing.  

 

The next chapter partly deals with the above issues relating to concerns and negative impacts 

of technology on children in greater detail; albeit from the children’s views and voices. The 

chapter explores Nigerian teens’ perceptions of digital technologies and their overall 

preferences between digital technologies and old media  
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

Teens’ media tastes and perceptions of digital technologies 

 

“I prefer the new media because once you are researching on something you get the 

information as fast as you want. You don’t have to stress yourself or your brain.” 

—Student 11, Male, FCT-Abuja 

 

“…technology has done more harm because most times if you go to the social 

media, you will see lots of naked pictures that can tempt you or harm you in your 

sexual life. I think mobile phones are distraction to students and youths.” —Student 4, 

Female, FCT-Abuja 

 

 

Introduction 

The focus of this chapter is two-fold – it analyses data related to the teens’ media preferences 

as well as their perceptions of the digital technologies they make use of. Different questions 

in the focus groups were posed to establish the participants’ preferences relating to the new 

media and mainstream legacy media and the reasons behind their media tastes. The other 

series of questions involved their perceptions towards digital technologies in general, and 

those they have access to and make use of. Hence, the first section of this chapter deals with 

the children’s media tastes or preferences, while the subsequent section deals with their 

perception of digital technologies – all in relation to their educational life and negotiation of 

teenagehood.  

The ambivalence in children’s media preferences 

A clear majority of the respondents had a strong preference for digital technologies, 

reinforcing the fact that they were familiar with what the new media connotes, including 

many of them in the rural areas. While it was clear that mobile telephony was their digital 

mainline, their reasons for preferring the new media (Internet, mobiles and computers) to 

traditional media (television, books, newspapers) were wide-ranging and indicative of a 

strong but relative understanding of the practical workings of the media. Explicitly, the 

children mention the new media’s interactive nature; its ability to facilitate faster, easier and 

more effective peer communication; entertainment and relaxation; ability to alleviate 

boredom; accessibility and portability; and being their ‘go-to’ place for schoolwork and 

information seeking. This agrees with UNICEF Ghana’s (2017) study which found that the 
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preferred device for pre-teens and adolescents is mobile phones due to its portability, ease of 

use and availability at home.  

 

Other reasons include that the new media (1) do not need constant electricity (which is a 

major hindrance to access to old media in Nigeria), (2) offers opportunity for retrieving 

archived online content at any time and, (3) enables selectivity – the freedom to choose and 

enjoy the kind of content one wishes. A participant in one of the peri-urban schools was 

emphatic about this freedom by commenting on the ‘always-there’ feature of the new media:  

You can connect at it anytime you want, you can read any news anytime, 

anywhere. If you prefer to read newspaper is on phone, if you prefer to Google it 

is there, if you prefer to do anything is there, is always there. [sic] (Student 10, 

Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

As further proof of the young people’s well-informed responses regarding their media 

preference, remarkably, several of them referred to the notion of convergence where the 

Internet could bring together the print, broadcast and multimedia content in one place; 

accessed through mobile phones and computers. One female student in a junior class in one 

of the rural schools in Anambra State was articulate when she made a reference to digital 

(media) convergence thus: 

I prefer the mobile phone because it can still do something television does, but 

television cannot do what mobile phone does.  

 

Corroborating this claim, a male counterpart in a peri-urban area of FCT-Abuja, said, “If I 

should put it like this, the new media now comprises of the old media because I have 

newspapers on my phone. Every day I can on my phone, log in there and I see news.” [sic].  

Similar responses linking to the preference of new media suggest a lack of trust in the old 

media and the assumption that textbooks, television and newspapers were either slow, 

completely unhelpful and far-fetched in helping the children find answers to their 

assignments:  

…it is not good for us to stress our brain too much because it might cause you 

mental problem or disorder but if it was the old method we go into libraries in 

search of those assignments. We have to read and read and read and that thing 

can stress our brain and sometimes we get frustrated [sic] (Student 10, Female, 

GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

But when we get to the phone, we write what we need, we log into it and it shows 

us the real thing we need. Sometimes, the textbook answer may not be correct we 

go to the phone it gives us the correct answer. (Student 9, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 
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I want to oppose what No 3 said … because the new media brings information, 

many things not like television you just watch. You can use the mobile phone to 

get information, do your assignment. You can’t use television to answer question 

you see? You can’t! (Student 4, Female, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

There are some words in the internet, people that put them there is very well 

explained more than the textbook. The textbook they use big grammars. In the 

internet they will break it to your understanding. (Student 10, Male, GSS Jabi, 

FCT-Abuja). 

I prefer the internet because like my friend said is faster for example now you are 

at home and you don't have any book with you, …you can just use your phone... 

You are already in the library just in your house, so is like faster. (Student 9, 

Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

However, on the other hand, there were some young people who held a strong and 

considerable preference for the old media. They remained unswayed about their stance and 

would argue and offer reasons for their ‘unconventional’ position. This cohort voiced the fact 

that conventional media such as television do not need users spending money to access them 

in contrast to the mobiles which require users to buy airtime and browsing data bundles all 

the time. This finding is consistent with studies of American children by Gutnick, Robb, 

Takeuchi and Kotler (2011) and Lauricella, Wartella and Rideout (2015) which found that 

television viewing remains popular among teens and pre-teens. According to the authors, 

“even as use of other media rises, television persists. Television is as familiar and 

comfortable as an old family friend, and that TV is readily available to children and for the 

most part, is a routine part of their day.” (p.19). In addition, the children spoke about 

information authenticity where fake news get more right of way on new media platforms than 

on television.  

I like to use the television more than my cell phone because… For instance, in the 

cell phone, you can read that the president is dead but the news on television 

would show the president talking. (Student 7, Male, Anerobi College, Awka) 

…there is no authenticity in the news from the new media because everyone posts 

on the new media. You won’t know who is saying the truth. (Student 7, Female, 

ECSS., Awka). 

Some of the children mentioned the fact that with the new media there was little chance of 

parents and guardians monitoring what they access and consume online. And it was not clear 

if they perceived this lack of restriction as good or bad. One of the participants in an urban 

school in Abuja said: 

…with the old one we can all stay together and watch what we want to watch and 

television tells us that certain movies are rated 18. There is restriction in the old 

media but with the new media, there is no restriction. Those things that our 

parents are restricting us from watching are made open in the new media. You 
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can just take your cell phone and watch those things. (Student 6, Female, CDSS 

Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Although this student felt strongly about their opinion, there was a clear middle-of-the-road 

position in which they were quick to add: “But the advantage aspect of the media is that it 

has opened our mind to the society at large bringing us to know some areas that are hidden 

from us; bringing us more now knowledge through research.”.  

 

Respondents who preferred the mainstream media also mentioned that they made them 

creative and able to think critically while engaging their natural intellect – an attribute they 

found lacking when they use mobile phones and the Internet. Relating this attribute to their 

studies, one of the participants allege that with digital technologies:  

You can just go to the internet and browse. It is even making us lazy. If we are 

given assignment you can just say you will go and browse then you will go and sit 

down and do something else but that old one you will sit down and while doing it 

you can be creating another thing and you join it up with that one and make it 

good because you have acquired more knowledge. [sic] (Student 10, Female, GSS 

Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

This agrees with the observation earlier made that many of the teens perceived the use of the 

Internet to be a form of “cheating”, but one which they found both unavoidable and 

irresistible when negotiating their use of technology and the normative boundaries of 

mainstream learning. Furthermore, Taylor’s (2012, n.p) assertion that for young people in the 

digital age, “knowing where to look is becoming more important than actually knowing 

something.” This is also consistent with what Dalton (2013, p.428) said about the Google 

generation and the altering of their brains: 

Millennials automatically go to the Internet to conduct research. They depend 

upon Google and other search engines rather than the library…Millennials do not 

look to instructions or manuals; instead, they experiment until they get it right. 

They prefer to piece together information from a variety of sources. They also do 

not strive to retain information because information is not hard for them to 

acquire. 

 

The perception that digital technologies are making the teens lazy was further piqued by a 

remark made by a respondent who, while referring to the accessible nature of the new media 

and its advantage of quicker access to information, said “I prefer the new media because 

once you are researching on something you get the information as fast as you want. You 

don’t have to stress yourself or your brain.” The researcher made a quick note of the phrase 
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“you don’t have to stress yourself or your brain” and engaged the respondent in further 

conversation on this while throwing the question of whether we do not need to stress our 

brains as humans or not open to everyone in the discussion. The responses were interesting, 

and they are discussed in the following paragraphs. 

 

By focusing more on how the media in general, or technology specifically, assist in the 

‘exercise of their brains’ for the purposes of their studies, the children discussed the impact of 

new media – especially for knowledge building and tackling schoolwork. The participants 

were divided between those who extoled the ‘easy route’ offered by the Internet and those 

who thought that old media such as books and television offer more useful value. Indeed, 

there is evidence from cyber dystopians suggesting that human brains are being rapidly 

rewired and disintegrated because of contact with and use of machines and technology (Carr, 

2010; boyd, 2014).  

 

One of the earliest contemporary research to confirm this hypothesis was conducted by a 

UCLA professor, Gary Small.  Although Small’s study confirms that by keeping the cells in 

the brain active, the Internet appears to be making people smarter; however, the study points 

out that more brain activity does not necessarily translate to more efficient brain activity 

(Carr, 2010). Here, what happens is the creation of synaptogenesis or neuron pathways in 

Internet users by altering the neural circuitry in the brain, and these synaptic alterations 

produce corresponding changes in the socialisation and cognitive skills of users (Del Boccio, 

2009).  

 

Much more in relation to how this scenario affects children, the effect of technology on the 

functioning of the human brain is complicated with both benefits and costs (Taylor, 2012). 

Scholars, commentators, educators and psychologists such as Carr (2010), Taylor (2012) and 

Dalton (2013) are increasingly concerned about the cost of technology usage on children’s 

social, cognitive, emotional and intellectual development. For instance, Carr (2010) talks 

about the shifts in young people’s cognitive and psychological development beginning from 

the generation when children devoted most of their time to reading, characterised by 

sustained attention, imagination and memory, to the time when television viewing became 

popular, characterised by visual stimulation, fragmented attention, and little need for 

imagination.  
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Next was the Internet with an environment that promotes cursory reading, hurried and 

distracted thinking, and superficial learning, even when vast and relatively easy access to 

information is guaranteed. Arguably, the implication is that online users are turned into 

shallower thinkers and the structure of the brain is altered (Carr, 2010). This finding also 

corroborates Plowman and McPake’s (2013, p.28) UK study in which it was argued that 

“those who believe that childhood should be a time of innocence and play see technology as 

responsible for children’s lack of social skills and emotional development, the loss of 

pleasure in books and reading, and attacks on their physical and mental well-being”. 

 

The differing group who thought that the old media were more beneficial to their education 

mention that when they relied on these, they got a chance to learn much more and access 

broader information on unrelated but important things about life and the world. The reason, 

as one of them articulated it, was because “if you want to go to the internet you can just go 

there, all you know is that you are logging into what you are looking for and then they show 

you nothing else. Other things that are actually good for you to know you will not be able to 

know it.” Emphasising the importance of the old media in helping children have better study 

experience, work hard, utilise their natural intellect and shake off the laziness purportedly 

caused by new technologies, some of the children concluded: 

I prefer the old media because the old one it gives us the knowledge to use our 

own strength, ability. You can go to library and look for it yourself but this 

internet, yes you will see it fast, you won’t stress yourself but is good at least you 

try it yourself. You sow before you reap so I think is good for you to stress 

yourself a bit and look for the answer. (Student 12, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 

I prefer the old one because it deals with hard copy of things like the books, the 

newspaper. Like when studying, me, I like underlining, jotting down something, 

writing for clearer understanding but the internet when you go through book on 

the internet, you can’t do all that and you can easily forget. (Student 14, Female, 

GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Teens’ perceptions of digital technologies 

It was demonstrated the many ways in which digital technologies were viewed by the 

children; and what their most personal, unfiltered judgments and concerns about digital 

technologies and their usage were. In discussing and highlighting these sensitivities, it was 

clear that they, although having had a considerable positive perception of technology due to 

its critical importance in their everyday life, harboured some concerns based on personal (and 

shared) experiences and moral panics from parents and adults. Mascheroni, Micheli and 
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Milesi (2015) had concluded that children’s personal attitudes and perceptions about 

technology are directly informed by parental perceptions of the potential opportunities and 

risks of technologies. Hence, both parties’ perceptions directly shape the availability of 

technological devices and digital opportunities which children could and are allowed to 

explore. 

The theme of perception came up in six main views during the analysis: (1) perceptions on 

positive views – the helper, the bridge, the source of joy, (2) perceptions and concerns on 

negative uses and moral panics, (3) technology avoidance and negotiation of personal, socio-

cultural values, (4) use of mobile phones must not be allowed in schools, (5)  technologies 

perceived as beyond play tools, and (6) acknowledging curiosity, identity issues and lack of 

digital literacy. Each of them is analysed hereunder.  

Positive views – The helper, the bridge, the source of joy  

Participants reported to viewing digital technologies, especially mobile phones and the 

Internet, as helpful companions, because they helped them in ‘avoiding idleness’ and kept 

them usefully engaged. Ultimately, many of them saw technologies as a “helper” – a helper 

for their schoolwork and assignments – and like one respondent put it, “the first aid before 

the textbook and all that”. In virtually all the schools, it was observed that there were no 

dedicated school libraries for the young people’s use. 

Browsing and chatting with the mobile phones keeps us busy because there is a 

saying that an idle mind is a devil’s workshop. Staying idle might make one think 

of one bad thing to do, but with mobile phones we get busy. (Student 10, Male, 

GSS Oraeri, Anambra state). 

I look at it as a very helpful aid like when it comes to doing research it is very 

easy, you go to the cybercafe; if you have internet you browse it. Very easy. So it 

is not bad unless if you want it to be bad for you. (Student 3, Female, GSS Jabi, 

FCT-Abuja). 

The teens’ perception of technology also tied up with it being an indispensable information 

and knowledge resource. For instance, a good number of the young people in Anambra State 

confessed to having relied on the Internet and mobile phones to keep abreast of unfolding 

events during a number of protests involving members of the Biafra movement calling for 
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secession from the federal government17. During 2016 and 2017, there were several protests 

by the separationist group of IPOB (Independent People of Biafra) comprising mostly people 

from the Igbo tribe in South Eastern part of Nigeria. The protests, usually turning violent 

because of reprisal attacks by the police and military forces (the federal government had 

labelled the movement a terrorist group), were important disruptive incidences in the country. 

Members of the self-determination group fighting against government marginalisation were 

killed, arrested and brutalised. Given the trajectory and importance of the Biafra movement 

which most often aren’t taught in schools, digital technologies enabling these young people to 

connect with the history and events, was very key.  

 

In a similar sense, they perceived digital technologies as ‘gap bridger’ of sorts – one that 

made social connections with family and friends, far and near, easier. This was an important 

observation that corroborated the importance they attached to their social connections. This 

was also particularly echoed by the children who did not live with their parents and siblings.18 

Some of them emigrated to urban and peri-urban areas or to affluent families to live with 

guardians and relatives who take care of them and more importantly, give them the formal 

education that their families couldn’t afford to give them. In Nigeria, it is common to see 

teenage children living with their parents’ relatives or with recommended total strangers. 

Often, the children are set up for this in order to get financial support for their families and to 

get help with their upbringing, assuming the parents are financially overburdened or 

deficient. For the foster parents, it is mainly for domestic purposes, assuming they are busy 

people who need paid labour to keep their home. 

 

The children also perceived digital technologies to be a source of happiness. Many of them 

spoke in varying degrees of the joy they felt whenever they were with their mobile phones, 

connecting with peers and family, or looking up information for their schoolwork. Tying up 

with the earlier discussed outcome of using technology to care for their mental health, they 

                                                 

17 The Biafra agitation and crises has a long history dating back to the 1970s and was responsible for the historic 

Nigerian civil war that lasted from 1967 – 1970. See https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/05/nigeria-

security-forces-must-avoid-repression-of-biafra-day-protests/  

 
18 Studies have traced the issue of child fosterage practices to precolonial Nigeria and from the standpoint of 

being the relocation or transfer of children from their natal homes to other homes where they are raised/cared 

for, to a context in which children are used as economic support by their parents (see Isiugo-Abanihe, 1985; 

Ikuomola, 2014). 

https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/05/nigeria-security-forces-must-avoid-repression-of-biafra-day-protests/
https://www.amnesty.org/en/latest/news/2017/05/nigeria-security-forces-must-avoid-repression-of-biafra-day-protests/
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spoke about digital technologies giving them inner peace, completeness, confidence, and 

allowing them to disengage from sadness: 

I derive joy from it like this inner peace and confidence knowing that yes, I know 

many information on health matters, I browse into the internet and I see it and I 

feel happy and I get to know more things about life. (Student 3, Female, Jabi, 

FCT-Abuja). 

…I may be sad, they might have annoyed me at home and I pick up my phone and 

start chatting with friends, they might share jokes that make me happy and make 

me forget all my sorrows. If the social media is not there I think it may affect me. 

(Student 10, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

Each time I am with my phone, I take pictures, chat, I can’t do without my 

phone…I feel happy, I feel complete. I feel this joy, this sweet joy with my 

phone… (Student 12, Female, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Moreover, the children thought that digital technologies were a good site for unleashing the 

entrepreneurial ingenuity of young people. While they were not referring particularly to 

themselves or their age mates, some of them spoke of the opportunity that digital 

technologies generally afford young people to post their business online, especially on social 

media, and to interact with potential customers. One participant narrated how her older sister, 

18 years old, made wearable bead accessories and used her Facebook account to market her 

products and to interact with customers who ended up locating her offline for business.  

 

It was equally interesting that the majority of the children admitted that they would not be 

able to live in a world without technology as did their forebears whom they described as 

having lived “in the dark”. One participant seemed to echo this sentiment when he referred to 

the sort of technological advancement that has occurred in Africa: 

This technology has brought so much advantages to us and its advantage has 

improved our life especially we the Africans, it has advanced our life. With the 

adoption of these technologies we have tried to meet up with the standard of the 

western world. These technologies have made our life simple and convenient. 

(Student 6, Male, Anerobi College, Anambra State). 

 

Perceptions and concerns on negative uses and ‘moral panics’ 

Many of the teens believed that as much as digital technologies like mobile phone “is 

essential… it is not so important for us because it corrupts us and makes us not to be focused 

in our studies.” (Female, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). Such concern on the negative impact 

of technology on their lives were common throughout the discussions. Many of them 

believed that mobile phones and the Internet were instrumental to “corrupting children”, 

distracting them from their studies and domestic chores, and contemplating examination 
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malpractice. It was commonplace for the children to make references to other children – 

unusually not themselves – who used their mobile phones to “watch bad movies and to see 

pornographic pictures”. By alluding to the third-person effect hypothesis, the children 

narrated several instances of the adverse impact of digital technologies on their lives.  

Because it has made students very lazy, it distracts us from many things, we don’t 

like to study, most of them use their phone playing games, chatting, doing 

nonsense with it (Student 1, Female GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

…when you want to read while your phone is there staring at you, you may be 

tempted to go and carry it and start chatting, do one thing or the other and 

meanwhile you may be having test the next morning, you will carry your phone 

and be chatting (Student 6, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

Sometimes it causes distraction. He may send me now to go and buy something, 

with the phone chatting on the way I may just forget and buy the wrong thing… I 

will come back and ask him again. I also had a friend who was walking and 

chatting and then he hit something…Is just as if you put on ear piece while 

something is happening around you, you have no idea of what is happening. 

(Student 9, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

…most of the times most underage students are curious to know; that sense of 

anxiety to know what's happening so most of us don't actually take time to go to 

the positive aspect of the internet, we always eager to go for the negative aspect; 

we eager to know how does it work, what happen? … I can say most of them 

whenever they hold a phone, if they don't have mostly what to do with it what 

comes to their mind is the negative aspect… The social media also has its positive 

and negative aspect like meeting people we are not supposed to meet and it leads 

most of us into having online dating at this age (Student 6, Female, CDSS 

Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Aside from causing distractions of various kinds, the children confirmed a number of 

negative uses of digital technologies besides viewing or watching pornographic content. They 

mentioned attempts to explore online dating, meeting strangers they met online, and role 

modelling of negative behaviours picked up online. According to them, social media and 

instant messaging apps like 2go and WhatsApp were one of the easiest means by which they 

got exposed to objectionable online content and meeting predatory adults who may either be 

criminally-minded or have the capacity to teach them things they were too young to know: 

…at times once they go online the things they see a picture of someone naked or 

someone dressing indecently they might want to copy it because they think is a 

new lead, they think is something that is acceptable by everybody since they’ve 

seen it online. [sic] (Student 11, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

The good part of it, though it help me when I am doing my assignment, but now 

students use it for Facebook and in Facebook they will post anything you won’t 

even like to see but purposely when you are viewing you must see them, so from 

there we got spoilt, students got spoiled (Student 2, Female, GSS Jabi, FCT-

Abuja). 
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…technology has done more harm because most times if you go to the social 

media, you will see lots of naked pictures that can tempt you or harm you in your 

sexual life. I think mobile phones are distraction to students and youths (Student 

4, Female, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

Consistent with this finding, a number of studies (Eneman & Gillespie, 2010; UNICEF, et al., 

2011; UNICEF, et al., 2012; Livingstone, Davidson, Bryne, Haughton, & Batool, 2017; 

Villacampa & Go´mez, 2017) have confirmed that children and young people fall prey to 

online grooming or sexual solicitation. This practice is defined by Livingstone, et al. (2017, 

p.47) as “a process of socialisation through which an adult engages with and manipulates a

child or young person to talk or do something sexual or to share personal sexual information 

for the purpose of online sexual abuse (which may include offline aspects)”. UNICEF, et al. 

(2012) found in their study of adolescents in South Africa that these young people face risks 

online, such as meeting strangers, cyberbullying, and sexting, privacy and exposure to 

sexually explicit images. 

In a few of the schools, especially in the peri-urban areas, participants reported how 

sometimes, some students flouting the schools’ ‘No phone policy’, brought their mobile 

phones to school, hidden in their school bags. They would sometimes download and secretly 

watch porn with their friends. Sometimes also, this cohort got into trouble with the school 

authorities who confiscate the phones and punish them, or the phones got snatched away or 

stolen by others including “non-academic” students who access the school premises. On 

some occasions, this resulted into violence. A senior perfect in one of the peri-urban schools 

located in FCT-Abuja related, much from his role as a student leader and ‘opinion leader’: 

Yes, some small students they bring phone to school and they hide it and by the 

time they come to school with it some of these bad boys non-academic students 

will snatch it from them and they will be struggling to get the phone from them 

and at times they are stabbed or something. Most of the cases we handled here in 

school are phone cases. I think they are really good, but I don’t encourage 

teenagers to make use of them for now. (Student 11, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 

In several studies, children’s exposure to objectionable online content via computers and 

mobile phones has been established (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Livingstone, Kiewil, 

Ponte & Staksrud, 2014; Haddon & Livingstone, 2014; Ozgür, 2016; Third, et al., 2017; 

UNICEF Ghana, 2017; Monyei, 2018; Betts & Spenser, 2017). However, it remains unclear 

how deep this exposure is among Nigerian teens – although the data shows that sometimes, 
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the children deliberately seeks out this type of content, alone or with their friends. However, 

it is not clear whether exposure to this type of content is more predominant among the male 

or female children; although studies like UNICEF & Intermedia (2013) and UNICEF Ghana 

(2017) confirmed that exposure to online pornography was observed more in boys.  

 

Broadly, online safety has been a burning issue and has been vigorously debated by scholars. 

On a global dimension, children’s online safety remains a key focus of programmes and 

interventions targeting adolescents’ digital practices for parents, educators, policy makers and 

those who work with vulnerable adolescents (Third, et al., 2017).  

 

The teens’ shared lived experiences with mobile phones also point to the possibility of over-

use or addiction. Besides themselves, they reported that this was common among their 

slightly older siblings and peers. One participant recounted, although in the third-person 

effect narrative:  

It will give you side effect because there are some people that use to chat, you 

will see them by 2am in the morning, what are you doing with your phone, you 

are chatting instead of sleeping, they will not focus on their studies again… 

Because all this internet stuff, I don’t use to go to them because my mum said, 

like our first born, everyday you will see her by 2, she is still on phone… She’s 

17, by 2am my mum will always shout, what are you still doing with phone 

instead of you reading, you will be chatting, 2go is the worst part, you will see 

spoilt things there… (Student 5, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

 

On whether digital technologies ‘spoil’19 children, distracts their focus from their studies and 

domestic duties and opens up the chance to engage in exam malpractice, the children debated 

almost endlessly, and their shared lived experiences were vigorously manifested in deciding 

whether technology has done more harm than good. There were those who thought that 

technology has done more harm than good for children, and those who hold the opinion that 

the question of whether a child gets ‘spoilt’ is not dependent on technology itself but on the 

kind of uses they put technologies to.  

 

Technology avoidance and negotiation of personal, socio-cultural values 

An important sub-theme of ‘conscious technology avoidance’ was observed among a 

segment of the children. A few of them who did not have a mobile phone of their own and 

                                                 

19 This is taken to mean a distortion of their sense of decency or morality often believed to have been inculcated 

by their parents and socio-cultural value system.  
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who were non-users, had the impression that mobile phones could easily be synonymous with 

something “bad” and “corrupt”; something to be wary of. This cohort felt that they neither 

needed a mobile phone nor be on social networks because they want to avoid the distractions 

that come with digital media use. This links to the reason why they did not yet have a mobile 

of their own: their parents, relatives and guardians are “helping” them – and they are fine 

with and are grateful for this. 

I can live without it because I don’t have it and even if I have it, I think it will 

distract and even if they cease it, but I know they are helping me and I will not be 

angry with them. (Student 11, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

Because I don’t have it, because my mum said I should not use it because it 

distracts and I will not focus on my studies, so I am happy that I don’t have it. 

(Student 9, Female, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

I can do without phone because I don’t have and I have not had. I don’t even like 

it. I am not interested in phone so I can do without it… It distracts me. (Student 4, 

Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

To buttress the ‘conscious technology avoidance’ hypothesis – which fits into the manner in 

which digital technologies could be potentially appropriated or domesticated from the 

standpoint of a person’s environment even if they are young people – an 18-year old 

respondent who was self-employed as a local electrician in one of the peri-urban towns in 

FCT-Abuja, found it unacceptable to own a mobile phone. Even when his teeming customers 

thought it would be good for his business, he said: 

I think a lot of people encourage me [to use a phone] because I am a technician, I 

repair generators, so when they don’t see me they come to my house. They look 

for me and they ask why don’t you get a phone, are you a bush man but they don’t 

know that is not like I don’t want to get it, is just that inside me is not acceptable. 

(Student 11, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

This further raised the perspective shared by a few of the young people about the socio-

cultural capitals which children pick up from various socialisation points such as the family, 

and the role of these in children’s ability to negotiate negative and unpleasant influences 

occasioned by their everyday practices with digital technologies. This may typify what 

scholars like Nyamnjoh (2002, p.51) meant when he argued that “children everywhere may 

appear to be chasing after the same media products, but they bring along with them specific 

cultural traits that lead to diversity in their consumption of those products”. Similarly, this 

corroborates what Stern and Burke Odland (2017, p.509) meant when they stated that 

teenagers approach various social media platforms with a diversity of personal contexts and 
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histories, psychological and personal traits, intentions for engagement, and technological and 

expressive abilities. 

 

Aiming to further debunk some of the negative perceptions which children associate with 

digital technologies, participants argued that being affected by negative use of technology 

depends on individual users’ appropriation and negotiation of personal, socio-cultural values, 

and the level of knowledge they have of digital opportunities available to them: 

…if you want to use the right side you can use it, if you want to spoil you can 

spoil even without the technology, I don’t believe in such thing, that the internet 

can condemn you or something (Student 7, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

…I think it is all about self-determination; you can determine not to be distracted 

by phone, you can determine to be distracted… If I get home now I have a goal; if 

I am done with my assignment and my reading that’s when I can touch my phone 

but occasionally if …I have nothing doing, I have slept and woke up, I can pick 

my phone and log unto Facebook. [sic] (Student 10, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 

…because it depends on how you use it and the way you use it. Like me, I chat on 

Facebook actually and I … have over 300 friends… I know what I do with my 

phone, not doing anything bad with it… Another aspect where he is getting his 

point from is the way Nigeria is, the mindset of most Nigerians they believe that 

social networks have to do with bad bad things; they don’t look at the good side 

of it, that there are useful aspect of it that people can put to use. Like I don’t like 

listening to news, but I know more current news more than 90% of the school, 

why? Facebook. I follow AIT on Facebook, I follow channels on Facebook... 

[sic]. (Student 10, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Although a good number of the young people perceived digital technology generally to be 

both a curse and a blessing in their lives, however, to avoid the negative aspects, they thought 

that they needed help with monitoring their technology usage or habits. For this, they 

suggested that their best bet were their parents and guardians.  

 

‘Use of mobile phones must not be allowed in schools’ 

Despite what the ‘highly-optimistic hopefuls’ among them thought, virtually all the children 

held the unanimous opinion that they must not be allowed to come to school with their 

mobile phones. This finding was supported by the data from the survey. 
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Figure 11: Respondents’ Agreement as to whether Children should use Mobile Phones at School 

The majority of the respondents (76 percent) believed that children should not be permitted to 

use mobile phones at school. Supporting this finding, the focus group data indicate that the 

children thought it inappropriate to allow a child who is still doing primary school – in 

Nigeria, this is between ages 6 to 12 years – to own or use a mobile phone. If the child must 

use a mobile phone, then the mobile must be a basic (feature) phone without internet 

connection. This same rule, according to them, must apply to them as well until they are old 

and literate enough to know the positive uses and potentials of the Internet and other digital 

technologies.  

Yes. Phones are actually good for people who have plan but phone is not good for 

teenagers who don’t know what to do with it, who thinks that phone is for fun or 

phone is just something that you use to know things that are not good or things to 

make them laugh. (Unknown speaker, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

I think the reason why a child shouldn’t be given a phone in Nigeria is because a 

child in this part of the world does not know how to use the phone for the right 

things. They choose to do the wrong things. They abuse the use of phone for 

instance walking on the road and answering a phone. (Student 3, Female, CSS 

Isuofia, Anambra state). 

However, this presents a contradiction considering that result from the survey show that 

almost 65 percent of the respondents believed the appropriate age at which children must be 

allowed to use or own a mobile phone to be between 14 to 18 years – this being their own age 
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bracket. Mobile phone use is still not permitted in Nigerian secondary schools. It was indeed 

not surprising that in virtually all the schools (except for two schools found in urban areas), 

the children reported that they have never received any ICT training; although in some 

schools the children were taught Computer Science as a subject. In one particular school in 

Anambra State, there was a room labelled ‘Computer Lab’; however, the children confirmed 

that there were no computers there. According to them, the state government had donated 

some computers to the school, but they have never made use of them since they were in the 

personal care of the school principal.  

 

Integration of children’s practices with technology and their educational practices especially 

with regards to using mobiles in schools have been contested by both scholars and educators. 

Studies have confirmed that particularly in low-income countries, children rarely have access 

to digital technologies in schools nor do they benefit from computer or IT training or 

education (Third, et al., 2017; UNICEF Ghana, 2017). However, children in both low-income 

and high-income countries have had the use of digital devices in school prohibited or limited, 

albeit in varying degrees. The high-income countries allow children’s personal devices in 

school but limit their use to an extent especially when the use of technology interferes with 

children’s learning during school hours (Merchant, 2012; Third, et al., 2017; UNICEF Ghana, 

2017). 

 

A possible socio-psychological impact of such prohibition and which might account for the 

contradiction earlier noted above, is that Nigerian teens are constantly harassed by the idea of 

digital technologies as ‘tools of corruption and distraction’. Such perceptions are consciously 

and unconsciously reinforced by adults who are often concerned with children’s welfare – 

parents, guardians, teachers, etc. One student shared a relatable personal experience: 

…I can say it is good and it is not good. It’s good when you use it for research, other things, 

developing your talent and stuffs like that and then it is bad when you get addicted to it; 

when you start bringing it to school your friends will ask to see it and when they open it and 

see a pornography movie. If they are caught by any teacher is not your friends that should 

be blamed but you who brought the phone to school.  So, my advice is that we do not bring 

phones to school. The last time I brought my phone to school it got stolen so since then I 

stopped bringing my other phone to school. (Student 2, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Beyond play tools 

In a further attempt to find out what their perceptions and attitudes might be towards digital 

technologies, the children were asked questions regarding whether they viewed mobile 
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phones as devices for just play or fun, or whether they perceived them as serious tools 

beyond the realm of play. Nearly throughout the discussions, the young people reported 

having viewed digital technologies as very important and useful, although some also 

appropriated them for playful, entertaining and informal practices such as games, watching 

funny videos, dance videos, listening to music, etc. However, there were a few notable cases 

where two 16-year-olds in an urban and a peri-urban school in FCT-Abuja thought of mobile 

phones as toys and stressors. The former had used four different mobiles in the last six years 

(from when he was 10) and now thinks that he could do without a mobile phone as it no 

longer excites him: 

I had a phone when I was a kid… I think 10 years… Yes, so I can stay without it, I 

can do without it, I don’t think it is very important… It’s like a toy to me… 

(Student 1, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

 

The other lad had his first phone at 11, and now at 16+ years old, thinks that using mobile 

phones stresses him up and makes him waste his time and at the same time, feel crushing 

guilt in the end: 

I am more than 16 years now. So, I started using phone early and for me, when I 

use phone I get stressed up. I think by using this phone I am wasting my time that 

I need to use the time and do something else. (Student 2, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 

 

This sub-finding agrees with UNICEF & Intermedia’s (2013) study in which they found that 

for some children who have had access to the internet and social media from a very young 

age, there is a tendency to take these technologies for granted – a clear difference from the 

feedback from other children for whom this was not their lived reality.  

 

In viewing digital technologies as serious tools beyond the realm of fun, the participants 

proffered the following explanations which directly relate to the earlier discussed outcomes 

of their practices with digital technologies : (1) they cannot do without their mobile phones 

because “the world is changing and as the world is changing, we are changing with it” and 

“our generation cannot do without these technologies because we are born into the era of 

these technologies”; (2) they feel “sad”, “empty”, “bored”, “lonely” when they are not with 

their mobiles, or when they malfunction, get missing or stolen; (3) when they get bad, they 

“quickly go and repair them”; (4) they use their phones for social connection with loved 

ones, schoolwork and assignments, and staying up-to-date with latest information on any 

subject of their interest; (5) they guard their mobiles jealously, and with care; (6) they viewed 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

167  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

their mobile phones and the Internet as relevant tools for pastimes, for entertainment and for 

keeping them from boredom and loneliness. 

When I lost my phone, I felt so angry. This is how serious I take my phone. 

(Student 12, Male, ECSS Awka, Anambra State). 

I see them as something serious because I use them to browse and phone now 

they are very costly o. If your phone spoils the money you use to repair it can be 

used to buy a small phone. You take care of the one you have very well because 

they are expensive. (Student 11, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

I see my phone as very important because whenever I am not with my phone I feel 

bored. I feel happy whenever I am with my phone, so I have to take care of it. 

(Student 12, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

I see it as something that is beneficial because if you are using a phone, you use it 

to buy the time. You won’t even realize you are hungry so I see it as something 

beneficial (Student 2, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Further analysis of the children’s responses revealed that they want other people to think 

about ways to use digital technologies to better the larger society, rather than merely 

appropriating them for informal uses such as for fun or play. 

 

Acknowledging curiosity, identity issues, and lack of digital literacy 

There were other accounts of unfiltered perceptions by the teens regarding digital 

technologies. They ranged from acknowledging their curious nature as children, issues with 

identity, to a glaring lack of digital literacy and skill. With digital technologies, it was natural 

for the teenagers to be curious to learn, explore or discover new things. Woolsey & Woolsey 

(2008) agree that this is a part of their identity at this stage of life. Relating to issues of 

identity, if curiosity is part of their character as adolescents, it then follows that digital 

technology is playing a role in their self-discovery and transition to adulthood, affording them 

some ‘private space’ (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013), a ‘third sphere’ (Livingstone & Sefton-

Green, 2016) or a ‘place of refuge’ (Wilson, 2016). From every indication, this is what they 

often lack in their offline adult-controlled lives. This is reason some of the children suffered 

from ‘techno-shame’ and guilt for not having a mobile phone of their own. Equally in relation 

to their identity, some participants complained that their use of digital technologies made 

them brazen and sometimes resulted in disrespecting their parents and elders. This is 

confirmed by Jamieson and Pendlebury’s (2011, p.71) submission about the fear that a bid for 

children’s participation makes for a head-on collision between children’s rights and important 

social values such as respect for older people. 
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Moreover, in their curiosity to know and explore lies a worrisome fact: the young people 

lacked the basic knowledge and literacy in relation to the full range of positive uses to which 

they can put the mobile phones and the Internet. With this curiosity also, they get lured into 

exploring mainly the negative aspects of new media use whenever they have a chance to use 

digital devices and the Internet. UNICEF & Intermedia (2013) found that the more parents try 

to control children in Kenya, the more they are attracted to what is prohibited, explore 

technologies on their own terms and conceal their digital practices from their parents and 

other gatekeepers.  

Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter has revealed the contradiction and complexity observed in the children’s 

reflections on their media tastes and in turn, their perceptions of digital technologies. The 

teens in this study gave quite revealing, yet complex views of their digital media use and 

practices in ways that make Livingstone and Sefton-Green’s description of children’s lives as 

an “intensely felt, bounded world of childhood” and one in which “much of children’s lives 

are relatively inaccessible to the adults around them”, quite relevant (2016, p.4). 

Firstly, as much as the children in Nigeria preferred device-based and portable digital 

technologies like mobile phones and computers (because of their portability and availability 

at home and alternative spaces) and the Internet (due to its accessibility for their schoolwork), 

a good number of them still thought that old, legacy media such as television and books have 

not lost their place in their lives. Books and television still exert a great influence in their 

social and educational life. Like American children as discovered by Gutnick, et al. (2011), 

television is still a dominant media for many children. Overall, the young people 

demonstrated a striking awareness of how the old and new media work and the inherent 

power in the media to make their educational and social life better or otherwise.  

The findings seem to suggest that both the legacy media and new media are relevant to young 

Nigerians even when it is clear that they are caught in-between a vortex of dilemmas arising 

from the merits and demerits of both media typologies. It is however not clear the extent to 

which the dilemma and tensions they experience in using each type of media limit or 

exacerbate their digital practices and participations. As the positive and negative uses and 

impact of technology continue to be a topical issue both for users and scholars, academic 

research on children’s internet use consistently show that distinctions between negative and 
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positive aspects are blurry and that the impact of technology on children’s lives has been both 

cursed and praised (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Ergler, et al., 2016) 

While the findings suggest that the old media may not have entirely lost their relevance in 

Nigerian teens’ lives, the new media adoption and use is increasing by the day and 

increasingly being accepted by the children, with significant reasons. Among other things, 

they enjoy the freedom it affords them to explore their curiosities and personal agendas – 

something that traditional media cannot afford to give them. This notwithstanding, the new 

media is fraught with challenging and deep-seated notions woven around the panics and 

anxieties from children’s use of digital technologies. It is also significant the genuine 

concerns regarding technology usage which the young people harbour and carry around in 

their everyday life as children in Nigeria. Significant also is the ways in which they 

consciously negotiate these moral panics and personal concerns, including conscious 

technology avoidance, individual user’s appropriation to suit their moral and socio-cultural 

values, and being comfortable with and allowing their parents to supervise, control and 

monitor their technology use.  

It was interesting how the teens thought that they did not deserve to be allowed to use digital 

technologies in their adolescent years. Despite the advantages of using technology as shared 

by them, the children thought that making negative uses of technology was something 

peculiar to them alone based on their being ‘children of the Third world countries’. This 

suggests that they were under the impression that many of their counterparts in developed 

countries do not misuse digital technologies like they sometimes do. In addition, it is clear 

that the young people in Nigeria, desire, look forward to, and aspire to a more positive 

appropriation of digital technologies in their lives and the wider society. They acknowledged 

their lack of digital skills and digital literacy required to make both appropriate and full use of 

the digital opportunities inherent in the new media.  

Previous studies share similar outcomes in relation to children’s lack of adequate digital 

literacy in Africa, and which they hoped would make their digital experiences better and 

more positive. In a study involving adolescents aged 10-19 in 26 countries, Amanda Third 

and her colleagues (2017) report that the children confirm that there are significant challenges 

in accessing and making the most of all that digital technologies have to offer. The children 

grappled with limited digital literacy in order to participate in the digital world. Similarly, 
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UNICEF Ghana’s (2017) study of children aged 9 to 11 found that children receive very little 

support in terms of digital literacy education from both home and school. Many of them also 

believe that the positives inherent in technology use are greater than the negatives, although 

many of them are concerned about their lack of full digital skills and awareness of digital 

opportunities to leverage on.  

 

In a multi-country, mixed methods study involving South Africa, Serbia, Argentina and the 

Philippines, Byrne, et al. (2016) discovered that younger children used the internet less in 

South Africa, undertook fewer online activities and developed fewer digital skills than 

children in Argentina or Serbia. In a rapid evidence review of young adolescents and digital 

media in low- and middle-income countries, Livingstone, et al. (2017, p.2) found that few 

children had received much guidance from school or home, too many lack skills other than 

basic functional skills, with particular gaps in their critical information literacy skills that 

merit urgent attention.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

The place of digital gatekeepers and mediating (f)actors in teens’ 

digital practices 

“My parents support me more to use phone, but it depends on how I use the phone, 

while the school is against my using the phone because the school prohibits the use of 

phone in the school; reason being that one cannot serve two masters at a time. You 

can't be studying and using your phone.”  —Student 12, Female, Anambra State 

“Like at times if you want to do internet, I might not have the data to use so you may 

be tempted to go and carry the money, or you may be tempted to buy, but you may 

not have the money. You may be tempted to go as far as stealing to buy credit to 

make calls. Like this, it discourages.” —Student 12, Female, FCT-Abuja 

 

Introduction  

In previous findings chapters, the teens’ level of access to digital technologies, the impact and 

uses of these technologies, their ambivalent preferences in relation to the new and old media, 

and their unfiltered views towards digital technologies, have all been analysed and discussed. 

This chapter draws attention to the role played by community networks such as parents, 

guardians, schools and adults in the children’s negotiation of technology in everyday life. The 

analyses will describe how adult decision-makers play the role of gatekeepers or mediators; 

and this will be understood in two separate dimensions: those who encourage and support the 

children, and those who discourage the children and play the moral panic card. Digital 

gatekeepers or mediators are operationalised here to mean the human actors who control 

and/or mediate the children’s access to and use of digital technologies. 

 

The above position is consistent with the discovery made by two studies namely Mascheroni, 

et al. (2015) and Dias, et al. (2016). The findings of the former in a study of pre-teens in Italy 

matched the earlier findings of this study. Having many digital devices in the home does not 

necessarily mean that digital technologies are therefore available to its children, nor does 

such digital infrastructure necessarily lead to high use. The authors offer the simple 

explanation for this to be that the access and practices with digital technology are mediated 

by parents and guardians. The latter on the other hand found that parents of the children in 

four European countries occupy two dominant positions in relation to their mediation of 

children’s use of digital technologies: restrictive parents and permissive parents.  
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Further, the analysis shows that there were likewise environmental factors such as financial 

shortfalls, social status and child fosterage which further constraint the extent to which the 

children could access and use digital technologies. The specific role these actors and factors 

play is crucial in getting to a deeper understanding of their perceived and significant place in 

children’s digital lifeworlds. Already, earlier findings have shown that the teens’ access to 

digital technologies (mobile phones, computers and the Internet) were predominantly enabled 

by their parents and godparents or guardians. The children were equally found to be 

mediators themselves – they sometimes act as umpires in intervening and regulating their 

own digital media use. This makes it even more important to look at the ways in which such 

mediating actors or factors play a part in extending or limiting the children’s digital media 

use.  

Although the study did not directly examine if and how these gatekeepers help the children’s 

actual uses (such as whether they teach them how to use mobiles or the Internet), the data 

analysis suggests that mediators and gatekeepers rarely take the time to teach the children. 

This may possibly be due to a gap in such decision makers’ digital literacies and skills. The 

participants mostly acquired their digital skills and literacy via self-exploration and feeding 

their curiosities from peers and sometimes, their older siblings. By alluding to “the parent 

gap”, UNICEF & Intermedia (2013, p.4) argue that “there is a substantial gap between young 

people’s digital media skills and behaviour and their parents’ awareness of how digitally 

engaged their children are, and parents’ own digital know-how”. In this chapter therefore, the 

analysis appears under ‘encouragers or supporters’ and ‘prohibitors or moral panic mongers’. 

These are underlined below. 

Encouragers and supporters 

Pockets of evidence from earlier findings suggest that adult mediators, peers and older 

siblings are either strong supporters or strong prohibitors of children’s technology usage, and 

for varied reasons. Specifically, in the urban settings, some parents and godparents 

encouraged and supported their wards to use digital technologies. Their key rationales were: 

(1) to facilitate seamless communication in the family setting especially between them and

their wards, when they are not home and during emergencies, (2) because their wards 

sometimes assist them to look up information online, and get around some of the difficult 
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procedures in their digital devices, and (3) they believed that their wards had several things to 

benefit from technology in relation to their studies and future career.  

 

On the other hand, teachers (and by extension, schools), albeit disproportionately few, 

supported the children’s use of digital technologies by encouraging them to utilise the 

Internet to leverage on educational needs and outcomes. The data generally indicate that 

some teachers would often direct their students to the Internet as a sort of supplementary 

teaching resource to potentially cover up for any lapses in their teaching.  

A few of the young people’s feedback on encouragers and supporters is reproduced below: 

My parents. This is because they are not used to mobile phone so they are always 

happy when they see me pressing phone. They call for my help when they have the 

need to use the mobile phone. (Student 8, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

My dad supports me because he actually tells me that my programming stuff will 

help me in the future but my mom doesn't support me. (Student 4, Male, CDSS 

Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

The person that encourages me most to use laptop and phone is my elder brother 

because for him when I go on internet I know something which I never knew for 

example when I asked him for an answer maybe he does not have any knowledge 

about that he will just ask me to go and use the phone or the laptop. As a matter 

of fact, he was the one that actually got me my first phone… (Student 11, Male, 

GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

My mom and dad they encourage me most because if they are not around I will 

call them or if I am not around they will call me. They also know I use it for my 

assignment, is not all textbook that I have that has the assignment inside I can use 

the phone for it that’s why they encourage me. (Student 6, Female, GSS Karu, 

FCT-Abuja). 

My dad doesn’t support me on the social media even on the local media, my dad 

doesn’t allow me to watch TV, he does not allow me go close to his laptop but he 

only give me his phone when I want to Google that’s the part he does. (Student 7, 

Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

My teachers support my use of mobile phone because they always advice that we 

make further research after teaching us. (Student 2, Female, CSS Oraeri, 

Anambra State). 

My parents support my use of mobile phone (non-browsing phone) so they can 

contact me when they are not home and they need to send me on an errand. 

(Student 5, Male, CSS Isuofia, Anambra State). 

 

The support that young people received from parents, guardians and teachers had its limits. 

For instance, the children were only allowed to use digital devices at home for a scheduled 

period or for a particular purpose; monitored by parents or guardians. Teachers on the other 

hand, did not encourage students to come to school with any digital devices, but persuaded 

students to use their devices at home for schoolwork and personal research. This finding is 
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consistent with what Haddon and Livingstone (2014) found among UK children and their 

parents – parents support their children’s technology use only on a scheduled usage basis. 

 

For many of the children, parents and guardians (but especially biological parents) were their 

biggest supporters as well as their biggest prohibitors – and they play out both roles very 

well. It was common to hear the respondents make statements such as: “I think my parents 

encourage me most and also discourage me”. This in-betweenness is related to what the 

parents perceived to be the usefulness and pitfalls inherent in digital technologies and their 

usage. Furthermore, it was interesting that there was an element of ‘compelled support’ – one 

that is marked by instances whereby parents were forced and hard-pressed to support their 

children’s technology use after some unpleasant experiences. A few of the children narrated 

personal experiences to buttress this point: 

My dad supports me because there was a time I got home around 8 pm, he was 

scared, and he asked me why my mom doesn't want me to use phone and I told 

him that I don't know why my mom doesn't want to buy a phone for me and he 

said I should not worry that he will get me a phone. He supported me because he 

wants me to know things and contact him while my mom she refused. She said it 

will spoil me, it will distract me… but my dad insisted, and he bought for us. 

(Student 9, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

My mom supports me, but my dad is not in that business. He said I am not yet up 

to that stage to use WhatsApp and internet, but my mom supports me because 

there was a time I had a very serious assignment I could not do it. I lost that 

mark, so since then she is always up and doing; she always try her best to buy 

data for me to do my assignment. (Student 7, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Prohibitors and moral panic mongers 

In the rural areas especially, it was discovered that teachers (and by extension, schools) were 

one of the major prohibitors of the children’s technology use as well as perpetuators of the 

moral panics around technology use because as one of the respondents aptly put it “one 

cannot serve two masters at a time, you can’t be studying and using your phone”. Chief 

among the teachers’ reasons for not supporting the children to use mobile phones and other 

digital technologies included fears that they would be distracted from their studies, they’d be 

exposed to harmful online content, particularly pornography, and engaging in exam 

malpractice. These invariably explain the purpose of the ‘No digital device policy’ which 

Nigerian secondary schools typically follow.  
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My teachers. They discourage us from using phones because they believe it would 

make us lose focus in our studies and engage in exam malpractice. (Student 4, 

Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

The teachers discourage us from using mobile phones. They said it serves as 

distraction and exposes us to pornography. (Student 7, Female, CSS Oraeri, 

Anambra State). 

The teachers support the use of mobile phone because it makes their teaching 

easier when students go online and research on their own.  But some teachers 

feel the mobile phone corrupts and distracts us. (Student 3, Female, Anerobi 

College, Anambra State). 

 

Schools are part and parcel of social and cultural institutions, constituting “a set of 

arrangements, norms, and expectations that are central to but not necessarily defining of what 

it means to be educated” (Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016, p.30). This suggests the 

possibility of rethinking school as the de facto space where children learn.  By contrast, for 

digital media, it seems normal for schooling to constrain what children may learn with and 

through their practices with digital devices. Schools are extensions of the kind of society in 

which they are embedded. As a disciplinary organisation, “schools are burdened with 

increased expectation to establish social order and produce “good citizens”” (Livingstone & 

Sefton-Green, 2016, pp.30-32), and in doing this, they play a defining role in children’s lives. 

Taken together, it is only normal that the feedback which young people get from such a social 

context plays a huge role in shaping their understanding and perception of material and 

immaterial things around them, including digital technologies. 

 

Indeed, scholarly debates have been ongoing regarding the role of schools particularly in the 

education of children (Holland, 2008; Merchant, 2012; Selwyn & Facer, 2014; Livingstone & 

Sefton-Green, 2016). A few of the critical questions (Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016, 

p.30) being asked include: how do schools assist in constricting or expanding educational 

boundaries? Is the purpose of education merely to make children fit into a certain mould as 

conceived by the state? Are children encouraged to think creatively or critique status quos? 

The answers to these questions are crucial when reflecting on the fact that in ‘developed 

world’ societies such as USA, Canada, Hong Kong, etc., there is a gradual and steady shift in 

paradigm and rethinking of the role of ICTs in teaching and learning in primary and 

secondary schools. The school system in Hong Kong has adopted what Lee (2016, p.437) 

terms “School 2.0”. This means that digital technologies such as iPads, computers and 

laptops are currently being used in classrooms.  
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In addition, media literacy and the 4C skills (critical thinking, creativity, communication, and 

collaboration), crucial for students to thrive in a contemporary society, are already being 

taught. In New Zealand also, 56 percent of principals in a recent study reported that more 

than half of all students had access to a personal digital device for learning; and one-third of 

them also reported that digital technologies were having quite a significant impact on raising 

student achievement in their school (Johnson, Wood & Sutton, 2014).  

In relation to parents, there appears to be an equal degree of restriction and panic mongering 

from both fathers and mothers. Their reasons are not unlike those offered by the teachers and 

the schools – “the internet will expose you to negative stuff”, “we didn’t use it in our own 

time”, “the mobile phone will distract you”, “the internet is dangerous and can expose you to 

fraudsters”, “you’re still too young to use any”, “you are going to get spoilt on the internet”, 

“you should read your books and watch the news”. The list goes on. As a result, some 

authoritarian parents and guardians ‘seize’ (forcefully withhold) the children’s mobile 

phones, refuse to buy them any, do not allow them to use theirs, and refuse to buy airtime and 

mobile internet bundle for them, etc.  

This suggests that although parents and guardians in this context gave a good deal of rules 

with regard to the use of digital technologies as did UK parents in Haddon and Livingstone’s 

(2014) study, these instructions were anything but informed. They were not borne out of deep 

knowledge of safety issues and how the children can practically negotiate such issues. Such 

instructions were at best, panic mongering, loaded with anxiety, personal feelings and 

perhaps media and moral panic. The concept of ‘moral panic’ has been defined by a 

sociologist, Stanley Cohen (1972) as sensationalist, over-the-top reaction to an issue that 

appears to relate to morality indices of right and wrong. Cohen had argued that the media, in 

reporting about young people’s deviant behaviours, construct narratives which stereotype 

children as ‘the folk devil’: violent youth subcultures, which often instigate moral panics. The 

implication is that as Haddon and Livingstone (2014, p.39) put it, “children face a host of 

minor yet troublesome daily irritations and worries regarding their online experiences on 

which adults rarely comment or advise.” 

Previous studies corroborate this finding by revealing that family rules and parental 

mediation especially played a prominent role in limiting the extent to which children could 

access and use digital technologies (Dias, et al., 2016; Ozgür, 2016; Third, et al., 2017; 
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Livingstone & Byrne, 2017; UNICEF Ghana, 2017). Often, the children found these rules 

annoying, nosy, intrusive and authoritarian. Corroborating the role of prohibitors and 

discouragers as discovered in this study, studies have established that the notion of restrictive 

mediation is prevalent in middle and low-income countries (UNICEF Ghana, 2017; 

Livingstone & Byrne, 2017). For instance, Livingstone and Byrne (2017) argue that the 

reasons for this form of mediation range from an authoritarian cultural context which dictates 

parenting style, the lack of supportive resources which in turn leaves anxious parents with the 

only option of protecting their children by limiting their access, to the fact that the wider 

public debate in most of these middle- and low-income countries is yet to drive the discourse 

of children as active citizens or even as digital citizens. 

 

However, consistent with the earlier findings suggesting that the children were concerned 

about the negative influence of technology in their life – such as distraction, exposure to 

inappropriate content and over-reliance on technology for their schoolwork – they thought 

that their parents and other adults had a moral right and obligation in restricting and 

mediating their use of technology: 

Because every time I do use my phone. That's why. I do not participate in any 

work activity. (Student 5, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

But there was a time my parents discouraged me. Why?  Because whenever I am 

with my phone I don't have time for anything in the house but when I try to 

minimize it because there is time for everything. When I try to set my priorities 

and then balance things they encourage me. (Student 3, Female, GSS Jabi, FCT-

Abuja). 

…but when I am out of hand like when they send me on an errand and I start 

shouting I am not doing it, they will tell me to stop using the internet. So 

sometimes they encourage me and sometimes they discourage me. (Student 12, 

Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

…my aunty does not like me to use phone because anytime I am using phone the 

phone makes me to be confused. I will not do what I am supposed to do; I will be 

doing another thing instead of me to do the right thing. (Student 3, Male, GSS 

Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

In my house no one encourages me to use phone. Like last week Friday my dad 

asked me to go and drop my phone that I have to stop pressing my phone till I 

have finished my exam and collect my result and we have vacated. I did not obey 

my dad and I went to pick my phone to go online. My dad caught me and started 

beating me… (Student 8, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

…When I was using my phone, I was lazy, so she said it is not good. That's how I 

start using my system… She said that I will not do Facebook, I can only browse 

and do my assignment, download games. That's what she allows me to do. 

(Student 5, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 
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Moreover, there were few cases of conscious (and informed) self-restraint or self-regulation 

with technology use. Children who regulated themselves decided to domesticate the use of 

mobiles and the Internet for schoolwork and general knowledge seeking only; and never for 

informal uses like chatting and playing games. They consciously did not allow technology to 

interfere with their schoolwork nor their concentration on their studies. Citing 

“determination” as a virtue that helped them achieve this, a few of them articulated their 

conscious decision this way: 

I use it to browse to do research, but I don’t use it to chat with people…Because 

for me, I don’t have a reason to chat with people right now. I just want to focus 

on my studies and my academic work and books and with other responsibilities 

ahead of me. I don’t want to waste my time chatting with anybody. (Student 6, 

Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

My mom’s laptop since we resumed school I have not touched it… since 24th of 

April. I didn’t use it. I left it but my phone the last time I used it is last two 

weeks… because this is test week. I want to read and pass my test. (Student 2, 

Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

Juxtaposing the two types of intervention or mediation in the children’s practices with digital 

technologies, the data analysis indicated that in the majority of the cases, either of the parents 

(and godparents) assumed the role of encourager and supporter, while the other parent 

became the discourager and panic monger. It was only in very few cases that both parents (or 

godparents) fully supported at the same time their children’s technology usage. Whether this 

means that a certain kind of balance or equilibrium is then achieved – between freedom to use 

technology and discipline or caution in using it – is not clear.  

 

What was clear however was the manner in which the notion of domestication and 

appropriation is underscored by the fact that some prohibitors were converted to rather 

support children’s access and use with the help of other mediators. Instances also abound 

where a stubborn parent got convinced to allow their children use digital devices by a 

supportive parent or an older sibling. Likewise, some teachers helped to persuade some 

parents and guardians that technology was useful and had significant outcomes for their 

children. One of the respondents painted a clear picture: 

I support myself and my senior brother also supports me, but my dad is against it 

because he sees it as a distraction but after my senior brother explained 

everything to him he now understands that it is an encouragement to me and not 

a distraction. (Student 10, Male, CSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja).  
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Situating this finding within the existing literature, Correa’s (2016) position that social 

support and personal networks are relevant in helping individuals adopt digital technologies 

becomes a germane observation. Various scholars have come up with concepts to describe 

the role that people, especially in social contexts, could play to support members of their 

social groups in the adoption and use of technology. For instance, Bakardjieva (2005) and 

Stewart (2007) cited in Correa (2016) have espoused the terms “warm experts” and “local 

experts”, respectively, (Correa, 2016, p.124) to describe and identify the role played by 

individuals who act as brokers by transferring knowledge and providing help in diverse 

contexts in addition to the sympathy needed in the technology transmission process. 

 

Coming down to the environmental factors, it was discovered that the children’s inability to 

afford the money for airtime and mobile internet data for themselves was a limiting factor in 

their usage practices. When the children did not have money, sometimes, they were tempted 

to steal. One of the respondents narrated: 

Like at times if you want to do internet, I might not have the data to use so you 

may be tempted to go and carry the money or you may be tempted to buy but you 

may not have the money you may be tempted to go as far as stealing to buy credit 

to make calls. Like this, it discourages. (Student 12, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 

 

There were also some children who were ‘automatically’ excluded from making use of the 

full range of digital technologies – those living with guardians and distant relatives (involved 

in child fosterage practice). Some of them were only allowed to use mobile phone for 

communication purposes with their godparents. In this case, the guardians or godparents gave 

them non-browsing (or feature) phones for merely sending quick messages and for keeping 

tabs with them when they are not at home. There is research evidence to show that many 

children in developing economies like Africa are being brought up by relatives; are “more 

likely to live with either one or neither of their parents, and that factors such as migration, 

illness, parental death often mean that parents and caregivers are left with few resources and 

insufficient time to help children with their digital skills” (Livingstone & Byrne, 2017, n.p). 

 

Other environmentally-mediating factors include the high cost of digital devices and internet 

access, and a general financial incapacity for them and their parents or guardians.  
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Summary and Conclusion 

This chapter has demonstrated evidence that mediators or gatekeepers – particularly the 

educated ones and those found within the urban areas – offer children the opportunity to own 

or use digital technologies. This notwithstanding, many Nigerian parents, teachers, guardians 

and adults still play the role of prohibitors and moral panic mongers – consequently limiting 

the children’s full digital practices and opportunities – both in urban, peri-urban and rural 

spaces.  There is a contradiction and a complexity in understanding the role of parents, 

godparents and adult mediators or gatekeepers in the children’s practices with technology in 

Nigeria. It begs the question, are these mediators and gatekeepers simply caught in the 

dilemma of allowing their children to explore technologies because they harbour the fears 

that technologies are distracting and harmful, or are they living in ignorance of the ways in 

which technology could be tools of education and various other positive outcomes for their 

adolescent children?  

In attempting to answer these questions and others related to it, firstly, it is important to 

consider the logics of domestication and appropriation in this context. Here, it is safe to argue 

that Nigerian parents, schools and adults who mediate and control children’s digital practices 

do so from mainly a socio-cultural and contextually relevant perspective. This means that 

restriction of children’s use of digital technologies and a tendency to prioritise traditional 

notions of education stems from (1) the conservative practise where parents feel responsible 

for introducing children to material culture of society by encouraging or controlling their 

children’s access to these cultures (Corsaro, 2005), and (2) the integral moralities of the 

African (and particularly Nigerian) cultural systems in which modesty and discipline hold 

much meaning and are inculcated in children from very early on. Not yet overtaken in a 

utopian conceptualisation of technology as the ‘messiah’ of modern education and learning, 

parents, guardians and schools in Nigeria view technology with scepticism due to factors 

associated with moral panics, traditional family dynamics (socialisation and control), and 

lack of digital literacy.  

Secondly, Livingstone’s (2018) discussion of the six myths about children in the digital age 

must remain focal. The first two of the myths, although analogous, aver that: (1) Children are 

‘digital natives’ and therefore know it all and (2) Parents are ‘digital immigrants’ and don’t 

know anything. These feed into an enduring generational power hierarchy between children 
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and adults and lend credence to the often-romanticised and ever more problematic notion of 

digital natives and digital immigrants introduced almost two decades ago by Prensky (2001). 

As warned by Livingstone, the fact that children are early adopters of and are experimental 

with technology does not mean that they understand digital technologies and their nuances 

better than their parents. Both children and parents vary hugely in what they know, from 

context to context, and many children turn to their parents for trustworthy guidance 

(Livingstone, 2018) just as many children equally play the role of digital facilitators and 

digital assistants as the present study has demonstrated. 

In this study, absence of digital literacy and skill is implicated since many of the mediators 

and gatekeepers have little digital literacy and an understanding of the digital world. 

Corroborating the findings of this chapter, UNICEF & Intermedia (2013, p.4) discovered that 

in Kenya: 

Young people say the lack of understanding about the digital world makes parents 

fearful and worried about the negative impact it might have on them. It can lead 

them to control their children’s behaviour even more. Parents often control their 

children’s digital use because they say it will distract them from their studies or 

ruin their character. There is very little exchange between parents and children on 

issues of digital safety and how some online behaviour may be risky. 

Additionally, due to parents’ lack of understanding and use of digital media, the 

role digital media can play in aiding education and learning is rarely addressed. 

This ‘digital knowledge divide’ (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013) or ‘digital parenting divide’ 

(Livingstone & Byrne, 2017) or ‘second-level digital divide’ (Livingstone, et al., 2017; 

Scheerder, van Deursen & van Dijk, 2017) may result in deeper levels of divide between 

young people, their parents or other mediators. Furthermore, the existence and nature of this 

form of digital divide may privilege some children over others while paying attention to how 

these divides may be bridged through empowering parents and other caregivers with the 

necessary skills (Livingstone, et al. (2017, p.138). The reasoning then becomes that the less 

knowledge and skill parents and other gatekeepers have regarding digital technologies, the 

more fearful, sceptical and controlling they may remain about technology and its negative 

impact on their children (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Third, et al., 2017).  

As new evidence emerges, some scholars such as Correa (2015) are widening the scope of the 

conversation on the digital knowledge divide between parents and their children. The notion 

of “bottom-up technology transmission” (Correa, 2015, p.1163) from children to parents has 
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been raised and argued as being effective in closing the digital inequality in contexts such as 

the family. Research evidence suggests that family support is relevant for adults’ digital 

learning processes (Correa, 2016; Eynon & Helsper, 2016). Just as parents transmit their 

socioeconomic status and cultural capital across generations, young people who have grown 

up with more familiarity regarding new technologies, may become key brokers in including 

older generations in the digital environment (Correa, 2015, p.1165). However, it is 

recognised that young people everywhere in the world cannot be pigeon-holed into a 

monolithic whole, as having equal talent and adeptness in the use of digital technologies.  

 

Crucially, the findings of this study suggest that the role of mediators, whether restrictive or 

supportive, remains complex and needs further investigation to understand all of its nuances, 

in relation to, for instance age and gender of the children and their parents; just as did studies 

like Mascheroni, et al. (2015), Dias, et al. (2016) and Ozgür (2016). In this study, mediators 

mostly mediate their children’s practices with technology in various forms including moral 

panic mongering, scheduling, seizing, banning, refusal to buy digital gadgets, refusal to allow 

children to use parents’ gadgets, and refusal to provide airtime and mobile internet data.  

 

The significant thing though, was that beyond these forms of restriction, most parents and 

adults did not necessarily dedicate time and effort to observe and monitor what children 

actually do online, and to ask questions about their online concerns. The finding is 

corroborated by studies such as (Savahl, September, Odendaal & Moos, 2008; Dias et al., 

2016; UNICEF Ghana, 2017). In a study of four European countries, Dias et al. (2016) found 

that parents’ perceptions of the efficacy of digital technologies influence the mediation 

strategies they would adopt the most – which is predominantly restriction or supervision of 

the amount of time for technology use rather than of content. Similarly, UNICEF Ghana 

(2017) in a study of pre-teens and adolescents and their parents in Ghana found that the 

attitudes of parents and guardians were laissez-faire even while they appear restrictive and 

authoritarian. On their part, Savahl, et al. (2008) in a study of adolescent children in the 

Western Cape region of South Africa, found that parents and teachers failed to take 

advantage of the technology medium to establish relationships with children; as a result, 

children were deliberately constructing their technological reality in relative isolation. 

 

The above is contrasted with the lived reality of children in high-income countries where 

there is currently a shift away from restrictive forms of parental mediation such as outright 
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banning of technology or telling children off when a problem occurs (Livingstone & Byrne, 

2017). Mascheroni, et al. (2015) found in their study of pre-teens in Italy that the majority of 

parents use their own rules on technology usage as effective tools to educate children and 

teach them how to self-regulate. It appears that in developed world contexts, parents are 

increasingly using enabling forms of mediation such as sharing some online experiences with 

their children and guiding them in the use of privacy settings, advice services and critical 

evaluation of online content and behaviour (Livingstone & Byrne, 2017).  

 

Likewise, in Ozgür’s (2016, p.418) study of children and their parents in Turkey, parents 

stated that “they shared with their children their own personal knowledge and experience 

about the benefits and disadvantages of the Internet”, although most of the parents restricted 

their children’s Internet and technology use by strict scheduling and physical monitoring. 

This method may prove effective since research evidence shows that children in Europe are 

more likely to have agency and be comfortable with informing a parent of a problem they 

encountered online (Livingstone & Byrne, 2017). This suggests the crucial need for greater 

investment in support and guidance of parents in the global South (UNICEF Ghana, 2017; 

Livingstone & Byrne, 2017).  
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CHAPTER NINE 

Agency, identity negotiation and teens’ practices with digital 

technologies 

“You don’t feel powerful when the phone is not yours…” —Student 2, Male, FCT-

Abuja 

“I feel confident and happy when I use these technologies. I also feel that I am 

better than those people who are new media illiterate.” — Student 7, Male, 

Anambra State 

Introduction 

To be sure, agency is operationalised in this study as the independent capability, choice and 

power which technology affords children in the negotiation of their identity and in coping 

with life as young people in the 21st century. This connotation of agency falls within the 

sociological perspective (the new sociology of childhood) and the theoretical foundation of 

domestication and technology appropriation. The meaning of agency and its theoretical 

approach have often revolved around vulnerable groups, i.e. groups needing empowerment 

such as young people and women. In this study, it is also generally understood as the quality 

which enabled the schoolchildren in Nigeria to initiate intentional action to achieve desired 

goals with digital technologies such as mobile phones, computers, and the Internet. Recent 

scholarship especially within new media and youth studies have identified the agency of 

children as an important aspect of learning, development, wellbeing outcomes, negotiation of 

and relationship with technology and the media.  The United Nations Convention on the 

Rights of the Child was the first legal document that legitimised children’s need for agency 

and afforded them the same comprehensive human and citizenship rights as adults. The 

document further positions children as entitled to some autonomy, and to fully participate in, 

and influence matters that concern them (Mashford-Scott & Church, 2011). 

Agency was mostly explored indirectly in this study through accounts of teens’ experiences 

with technology; as told by the young people themselves. In the focus group discussion, the 

respondents were asked specific questions such as if the use of technology gave them some 

sense of power and control, what their innermost feelings were when using technology, if 

they felt in charge of their life when they used technology, if they were defined by the type of 
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digital technologies they used, and what others (their peers) thought about them in relation to 

their technology usage.  

 

This chapter therefore focuses on analysing the kinds of agency digital technologies and 

digital affordances enabled in the teens’ identity negotiation. The analysis is grouped under 

two themes. Firstly, the children’s own perceived agency in relation to their practices with 

technology, and secondly, their peers’ perception of their agency. Identity is constituted 

through discourse, for example, through talk about the self by individuals and by those 

around them (Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016, p.34). The data analysis revealed the 

incredible ways through which the children’s agency as accentuated by technology is 

manifest in their everyday digital practices with family, friends and school. One of the most 

glaring forms of agency exhibited by the Nigerian teens was their ability to be such active 

appropriators of technology and active participants in their own digital experiences, instances 

of which include purchasing their own mobiles from personal savings, buying airtimes and 

Internet bundles for themselves, recognising the gains and downsides of technology, having 

such informed and personalised (although ambivalent) notions of technology, acting as their 

own umpires by sometimes self-regulating their technology use, etc.  

Teens’ perceived agency in practices with technologies 

Corroborating earlier findings (findings related to perceptions and uses and impacts), the data 

analysis revealed that digital technologies were a source of happiness, inner peace, 

completeness, confidence and a tool for (unconsciously) dealing with boredom, routine, and 

loneliness. While this highlights the notion of ‘technologies of self-care’, it also positions 

technology as integral to children’s ‘psychosocial agency’20. However, it was not clear 

whether there were other ways through which the young people gained such relief. The 

majority of them however thought that (1) they cannot live without technology because they 

live in the digital media generation, (2) they often felt sad when not allowed to use mobiles 

and the Internet, and they (3) thought that digital technologies are increasingly important to 

their educational outcomes. 

 

                                                 

20 The term is used here to denote the type of agency that helped the children deal with mental and physical 

stress arising from both psychological and social factors in their environment. As a key psychological concept, 

psychosocial assessment was popularised by known psychology and social work scholars including Erik 

Erikson and Mary Richmond. 
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The teens – particularly the ones who had mobile phones and could access the Internet on 

their own – alluded to the fact that their usage of digital technologies made them feel 

knowledgeable, informed, and as one of them put it, “civilised in […] general conduct”. 

Ergler and her colleagues (2016, p.131) note that mobile phones can serve as a mediator for 

children’s agency, by enabling reaction to, and negotiation with, emerging and spontaneous 

opportunities for mobility. 

I am happy because it gives me confidence and basic information. So when my 

mates are doing somethings I know what they are doing so I will bring up an idea 

I saw from the internet. (Student 10, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja).  

I derive joy from it like this inner peace and confidence knowing that yes, I know 

many information on health matters, I browse into the internet and I see it and I 

feel happy and I get to know more things about life. There are somethings many 

things I never knew but when I entered the internet I saw them and I become more 

educated. (Student 3, Female, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

…there are some kind of things that I want to know I can also know so maybe in 

the class when they are asking question everybody will be quite but because I 

have already seen it somewhere I will answer and everybody will be like, ‘she 

knows it, she knows it’. (Student 2, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

 

In their shared lived experience with friends, some of the young people, but particularly the 

males, felt a certain kind of ‘power’ and a ‘sense of being better’ (privileged position in terms 

of social status) especially when they know what their friends did not know or have what 

their friends did not have. According to them, this power and sense of being better comes 

with the digital affordance of the Internet and their ability to learn just about anything they 

wanted, from general information, sports techniques, to other skills. They felt more powerful 

when they taught their peers what they knew, and when they covered their syllabus ahead of 

classes. Many of the children spoke about digital technologies affording them this feeling of 

power and confidence in different but similar tones: 

Yes because there was this time they gave us a project no-one worked on it, I was 

the only one who researched and did it so after the presentation everybody was 

like, 'wow…and I was feeling very powerful. (Student 7, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-

Abuja). 

I feel high, I feel very confident because there are some certain things I might 

know like maybe they asked us to go and research something and nobody did and 

I am the only one that researched it, I will feel very high, I will feel like I know 

all. I feel like nobody knows it so I am the only one that knows it so I am better 

than all of them. (Student 11, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

It makes me bold and confident to speak during any topic that we are having at 

the moment because I have already known it and have the knowledge. (Student 4, 

Female, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 
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Using these gadgets gives me power because when I browse the internet and gain 

knowledge, my potential grows and knowledge they say is power. (Student 1, 

Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

I feel confident and happy when I use these technologies. I also feel that I am 

better than those people who are new media illiterate; at least I can contribute in 

discussion among my peers. (Student 7, Male, Anerobi College, Anambra State). 

In the aspect of sports, my basketball team, because I use the internet I get to 

know more skills than them and I get to teach them. It makes me feel like a 

teacher like someone that can teach a higher level…They feel happy because they 

won't have to use the same amount of MB to go online to see so they can just 

learn it from me instead of wasting their MB and their airtime to go online and 

research for that same thing. (Student 2, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

I feel I am intelligent because I get information that my friends don’t even know. 

When I use the phone, it makes me feel updated and better than my friends 

because they don’t have access to the information I get from using the phone. 

(Student 8, Female, ESS, Anambra State). 

I feel on top and I thank God to have literate parents who know the importance of 

these technologies. (Student 3, Female, Anerobi College, Anambra State). 

 

Furthermore, some of the teens who had personal mobiles reported to having a sense of 

freedom (including freedom to express their feelings to people with whom they 

communicate) and independence as a result of owning mobile phones and using the Internet.  

I feel like I am independent because before I had a phone I used to be like ‘mom, 

please let me use your phone and do something and she will say no, go and get 

your own’. And she doesn’t like me using phone, but she will say go and get your 

own until one day my uncle saw what happened and got me my own and ask me 

to start using it. And again, I love history a lot so when I am not doing anything I 

go to google browse on anything history and I can…feel this knowledge, this 

bright knowledge of history and I know that anywhere I go I can say something 

on history. (Student 10, Female, GSS Karu, FCT-Abuja). 

I feel happy using it because it gives me freedom to do anything I want. (Student 

11, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

…in terms of communication, I get to express my feelings when talking or 

chatting with someone. (Student 1, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

 

The above is sharply contrasted with the feedback from the children who did not have 

mobiles of their own. They expressed their feelings this way: 

You don’t feel powerful when the phone is not yours. (Student 2, Male, GSS 

Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

 

I don’t feel powerful, maybe because I don’t have a phone. I don’t know how I 

will feel if I have a phone. (Student 1, Female, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

There is also a general idea that technology holds for these young people a certain kind of 

prospect and aspiration – one that energised them to look forward to a future where they are 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

188 University of Cape Town, South Africa 

fully able and old enough to use technology for some exciting career or life interest, despite 

the negative sensitivities and moral panics by mediators such as parents and older relatives. 

One of them surmised it this way: 

Yes, it encourages me to do more so when I see other people out there posting 

things and creating websites it encourages me like I need to do this or that. It also 

makes me feel like I am on the top, I am getting there. (Student 9, Male, CDSS 

Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

Another respondent shared: 

You know I am a principled man, I don’t make use of them but whenever I see 

someone with the phone I always admire. I say wow, wish I can make something 

like this but will have a parental guide. (Student 11, Male, GSS Karu, FCT-

Abuja). 

In fact, studies have shown that children from more privileged backgrounds “talked in 

aspirational terms about using digital technologies to develop ‘life skills’, to pursue a 

university education, or to undertake vocational training” (Third, et al., 2017, p.50). 

Other people’s perception of their agency with digital technologies 

As the teens’ perceived agency in relation to their practices with technology has been 

established, it was important to equally discover what other people thought of their agency – 

how their sense of power, self-importance, independence, confidence and privilege was 

viewed and interpreted by other young people. The children reported to having been viewed 

in a different light by their friends and peers because of ownership of, or adeptness at, using 

digital technologies. By ‘different’, they meant that their friends and peers felt awed, 

respected them more, saw them as privileged, and then sometimes were happy to be 

associated with them, especially when they taught them what they knew. 

Yes. They see me differently because I have a phone and they don’t have. So when 

assignment is given and I use my phone they see me as a big girl because they do 

not have a phone. (Student 12, Female, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

They see me differently because when they see me using my mobile phone, they 

are amazed and would want to touch but I don’t let them touch it so they don’t 

spoil it. (Student 11, Male, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

Some of them feel happy because I help them to do something, do research, and 

format their system. (Student 4, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

…when they give me assignment and I do it, those of them that do not have maybe 

they will say please do it with your phone, then if you come we will share ideas 

together, all those stuffs. (Student 2, Female, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 

They have high regard for me when they see me use the phone or internet. 

(Student 7, Male, GSS Jabi, FCT-Abuja). 
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Moreover, some of them faced hostility and envy from some of their peers and friends as a 

result of their ‘privileged’ position.  

My friends they are sort of jealous. At times when they see me on Facebook or 

using my brother’s laptop they become annoyed. They are the ones that even told 

my dad that I don’t concentrate on books. (Student 11, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-

Abuja). 

Some of my friends they feel jealous because they think that I know more than 

them so whenever they see me using computer, laptop they think this boy is rich 

so they hate you more. (Student 3, Male, GSS Nyanya, FCT-Abuja). 

Yes, they see me to be feeling too big because I used to spend more time with 

them when I had no phone but with my phone I spend less time with them. 

(Student 2, Female, CSS Oraeri, Anambra State). 

They envy me and they disturb their parents to buy the same kind of phone for 

them too. (Student 9, Male, CDSS Maitama, FCT-Abuja). 

 

These loops of feedback suggest that both ownership and use of digital technologies could 

breed competition among young people especially between those from dissimilar economic 

backgrounds; and this has a tendency to spiral into other issues such as digital shaming and 

identity crisis. Researchers such as Ling and Haddon (2008) had for a long time found a link 

between young people’s use of mobile phone and an expressive peer norm linked to 

adolescents’ development of identity using their phones as a form of display or a piece of 

important costume.  The findings equally raise issues relating to “second-level digital 

divides” (Livingstone, et al., 2017, p.139) that exist among children from dissimilar social 

strata.  

 

Digital divides frequently mirror prevailing economic gaps, amplifying the advantages of 

children from wealthier backgrounds and compromising the opportunities of the poorest and 

most disadvantaged children (ITU, 2016, p.3). Studies have found that children from 

underprivileged backgrounds often grapple with significant obstacles and experience deep 

inequities which invariably shape their capacity to engage online (Beavis, 2013; Third, et al., 

2017; Livingstone, et al., 2017). In particular, Livingstone, et al. (2017) agree that many 

problems such as multiple forms of exclusion and huge levels of inequality are linked to the 

difficulties faced by children from economically disadvantaged contexts in accessing the 

internet and other skills and resources that underpin consequential benefits. 

 

The data analysis showed that in some of the schools, some participants sometimes felt 

ashamed among their peers because they did not have mobiles of their own, although they 
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used mobile phones in indirect, alternative ways. Whether this results into any sort of 

worrisome or outright bullying behaviours is not readily obvious. As one of them said: 

…but some persons tend to see you as local or below them when they see that you 

are using a smaller phone and they are using a big phone and because of this you 

might feel ashamed to bring out your phone. (Student 4, Female, ESS, Anambra 

State). 

 

Summary and Conclusion 

The new media’s role in shaping young people’s identities, whether for good or bad, is 

undeniable. Studies have suggested that identity has many assumptions that are relevant to 

our understanding of young people’s engagement with digital technologies (Livingstone, 

2014). Juggling among theories of youth identity as put forward by theorists such as G. 

Stanley Hall, Erik Erikson, James Marcia and Carol Gilligan, Buckingham (2008) discusses 

how the age of adolescence is a critical period of identity formation in which young people 

must confront uncertainties and challenges about self, become more self-aware of their 

strengths and weaknesses, and build confidence in themselves.  

 

In this period, Buckingham argues, adolescents must undergo some identity crisis during 

which stage they must address key questions about their values and ideals, future career, and 

their sexual identity – all done through some self-reflexivity and self-definition. 

Buckingham’s argument draws attention to an important narrative about how a focus on 

youth identity requires us to pay close attention to the diverse ways in which media and 

technologies are used in everyday life, and their consequences both for individuals and for 

social groups (Buckingham, 2008, p.19). Through a qualitative study of adolescents in South 

Africa based on their use of MXit, a South African instant messaging application, Bock 

(2013) finds that social networks enable children to construct ‘cool’ online identities for 

themselves on social network sites. 

 

In domesticating the rhetoric of identity and reflecting from an African perspective, 

indigenous scholars such as Nyamnjoh (2002) have called for a consideration of the idea of 

Africanity which according to Nyamnjoh, provides a rich, flexible and relevant organic 

essence to researching children and the media in Africa. He argues that identities, whether 

African or otherwise, are complex, multiple and emerges from certain unconscious processes 

over time, and which remains incomplete and ongoing (Nyamnjoh, 2002, p.48). Young 
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Nigerians – but particularly those who have access to and use a number of digital 

technologies – demonstrate both agency and proactiveness in the manner in which they take 

up digital practices and the ways they engage with peer culture and sociability with peers and 

loved ones, despite strong indication that they are hampered by a lack of digital skills and 

opportunities, restricted and sometimes discouraged by parents and other mediators from 

using digital technologies. This positions children as actors and knowers in their own lives, 

confirmed in previous studies by sociologists as reported in Livingstone and Sefton-Green 

(2016). According to the authors, children and young people find most opportunity to 

exercise their agency in the interstices of adult-managed timetables and spaces. 

 

According to Livingstone and Sefton-Green (2016, p.33), “it does appear that the more 

offline spaces are controlled, the more young people turn to online spaces and networks to 

conduct their identity work and to experiment with relationships”. However, it is not quite 

clear from the data and from extant findings, the extent to which Nigerian teens are 

developing digital resilience in negotiation of negative influences and concerns attributable to 

their usage of digital technologies. This is especially as they lack the basic digital literacy and 

support of parents and adults in terms of engineering open and honest discussion about their 

practices and outcomes with technology. The agentic power and capability that Nigerian 

children exercise seems to be constantly undermined, silenced and under-appreciated in a 

Nigerian society that is still deeply submerged in moral panics and anxieties about digital 

media, negative perceptions of technology, lack of digital literacy/skills and state support for 

young people’s educational and digital needs and opportunities.  

 

Given the particularities of the preceding findings, what ultimately appears, between the 

lines, is that the intersectionality of the axes of power – including inter alia, age, education, 

geography, class, gender, and access to valued forms of social and cultural capital linked to 

notions of modernity – become particularly important when considering the link with young 

people’s formation of identity.  
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CHAPTER TEN 

Conclusion 

“My parents…when they ask me to help them and research something, but when I am 

using it for my personal use, no way. They will tell me I use it too much and also 

other elders around me they feel like it is disrespectful that at my age I am using 

such a big phone and they don’t.” —Student 6, Female, FCT-Abuja 

Overview – the whys and the wherefores 

This study had the overarching aim to explore and thereby provide a multi-layered 

understanding of the relationship between children and digital technologies in an African, 

specifically Nigerian, context. The researcher’s chance-encounter with a precocious 9-year-

old boy in 2015 provided both the compelling force and the curiosity that propelled both this 

study’s motivation and research questions. There was a sheer curiosity to attempt a 

multidimensional portrait of the ways in which Nigerian teens access, understand, work and 

play with the digital technologies that are available to them, while also paying attention to the 

role played by contextual dynamics and community networks. The country, Nigeria, occupies 

a vantage point particularly as it is one of the African countries with the highest and 

consistently growing Internet penetration. Upon several engagements with and a review of 

extant literature, it became clear that in relation to their counterparts in other climes (like 

Kenya, South Africa and Ghana; and the global North generally), there is very little research 

and nearly no documented or comparable studies in Nigeria that focus on children’s (pre-

teens and teens) practices with and appropriation of digital technologies in everyday life.  

Against the backdrop of the need to shift focus from the negative aspects of teens’ media use 

– itself a common and enduring practice because of the naturalised way of looking at children

as incompetent “human becomings” (Coady, 2008, p.4) – this study takes a child-centred 

approach by relying on the children’s voices, perspectives and opinions alone. While the 

drawbacks – both ethical and academic – which this approach presents are acknowledged, the 

use of focus group interviews primarily, and subsequent surveys and self-reflexivity, was 

important for providing a multi-layered portrait of teens’ digital practices, their agency and 

shared lived experience with technology developed within the new sociology of childhood. 

Young people’s subjective, subordinate and marginalised position has been noted as being a 
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global phenomenon. Sociologists like Corsaro (2005) have written extensively on the 

sociology of childhood and argued that children from time immemorial are rarely viewed in a 

way that appreciates what they are – children with ongoing lives, needs and desires. Indeed, 

as earlier noted, young people in Africa constitute the majority of the population, yet their 

voices, views and visions are rarely heard and taken seriously since they continue to be 

viewed with suspicion; as both vulnerable and disruptive (de Boeck & Honwana, 2005).  

One of the initial and key objectives of this study was to highlight the significant differences 

between the urbanites and the ruralites in terms of children’s digital practices. However, as 

demonstrated in Chapter One under the conceptual frameworks, there is an increasingly 

blurred line between the rural and the urban regions as a result of economic development and 

modernisation in post-colonial Africa. In this study, this is complicated in two ways. First, is 

the increased spate of urbanisation, economic development and commercial activity in the 

rural areas – rapidly transforming them into peri-urban centres. This does not only make it 

difficult to provide a clear-cut representation of the rural-urban dichotomies, but also implies 

that many places in Sub-Saharan Africa are not fully rural, but are rural with some urban 

character (Chigbu, 2013). Second, some of the teens’ digital experiences are constitutive of 

their living in ‘a dual system’ (Geschiere & Gugler, 1998). This cohort migrated to urban 

areas in search of educational and business opportunities, and employments, living with 

godparents and relatives in the cities and peri-urban areas away from their immediate families 

in rural or other fringe areas. This practice is known widely as child fosterage – found within 

many cultures in Nigeria.  

Children are operationalised in this study as teenagers within the 13 to 18 age brackets. This 

category of children constitutes what Downing (2011, p.560) had termed “tweenagers”, 

“middle youth”, “kidults” and “adultescents”. This presupposes that with the research 

methods adopted for this study, they were well capable of reflecting on and articulating their 

digital media practices in a way that legitimises their voices, views and visions in relation to 

the study objectives. Unlike several existing studies on children’s engagement with digital 

technologies, this study accounts for both owners (and non-owners) and users (and non-users) 

of digital technologies. This is part of the non-exclusion ethical principle observed in the 

recruitment of participants; the rationale of which is to ensure that no willing child’s voice 

who is within the required age bracket, is lost. Although, in the end, the number of existing 

non-users for instance, is significantly much lower compared to actual users. 
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The fieldwork was carried out within six months (February 2017 through July 2017) in two 

of Nigeria’s major geopolitical zones – the South East and the North Central - representing a 

diverse and representative sample of Nigerian children marked by heterogenous cultures, 

socio-economic statuses, educational levels, religions, etc. Access to the field sites was 

negotiated through a systematic and ethical-reflexive processes that comprised obtaining 

approvals from Ministries of Education and Education Boards in both of Anambra States and 

FCT-Abuja, familiarisation visits to the eight schools used, one-on-one access to and 

recruitment of the assenting children, obtaining consent forms signed by parents and the 

children, etc. Like Warin (2011) and Mayeza (2017), I was confronted with the complexity 

involved in adult-child power relationship inheritable in a child-centred research. Here also, 

my gender, age and ethnicity may have impacted my interactions with the young people for 

good or bad.  The study observed ethical protocols comprising ethical scrutiny from the 

departmental and faculty ethics committees and the Doctoral Dissertation Board of the 

University of Cape Town.  

 

The data generated from the 16 focus group discussions with 175 participants (culminating 

into over 10 hours of conversation) and survey of 430 respondents (valid n = 380) in rural, 

peri-urban and urban spaces were approached using the theoretical lens of domestication and 

technology appropriation. The framework recognises the agency of users and the ways in 

which they integrate and accommodate technology in everyday life. A bit of ethnography 

using observation and self-reflexive approach was equally applied. The latter was to highlight 

mainly the researcher’s curiosity with the research field and positionality at the end of it; 

whereas the former was useful in ensuring that personal observation of the teens and their 

schools was shown in the analysis of data.  The research objectives pursued in this study, the 

consequent findings generated as well as the discussions that followed resonate with 

Buckingham’s (2011) proposition that research should highlight how children and young 

people employ technologies in their everyday lives, while also arguing that these uses are not 

essentially individualistic, but “embedded within everyday life and interpersonal 

relationships, and in wider social and cultural processes” (p.37).  

 

This chapter focuses on piecing together of the key findings in light of the study objectives, 

as well as some concluding thoughts and implications. In addition, this chapter outlines the 
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broad recommendations as well as the study’s future research directions and overall 

limitations.  

Summary of the key findings 

This study was propelled by five research aims escalating from the research questions which 

include, to find out the extent to which Nigerian teens have access to digital technologies; 

their uses and domestication of technologies; their preferences to different media forms and 

perceptions towards digital media specifically; the role of parents, teachers and other older 

adults in the children’s practices with technology; and finally, the role played by digital 

technologies in their identity negotiation and exercise of agency as young people in the 

digital age.  

 

Consistent with existing studies from within Africa and parts of the global North, this study 

found that a growing and significant number of Nigerian teens have access to digital 

technologies, particularly mobile phones and the Internet. Many of them have access to either 

a shared smartphone (shared by their parents and siblings) or their own personal smartphones 

or just feature phones bought by their parents, guardians, other older adults and from personal 

savings. In terms of Internet access, the mobile internet is the most popular form of access. 

The extent of the young people’s expertise with the use of mobile phones and the Internet is 

located between the “dabblers” and the “proficients” – borrowing from UNICEF and 

Intermedia’s (2013, p.2) study of young people in Kenya. The dabblers on the one hand are 

described as novices either without a full access to digital technologies or with limited access, 

but who are nonetheless keen on navigating the digital space. On the other hand, the 

proficients have either a shared or personal access to digital technologies and exhibit signs of 

advancement in digital media use.  

 

Further, the frequency of mobile phone usage by teens in Nigeria, the length of time they 

spend using mobiles and the Internet is quite significant as many reported to having a 

considerable rate of access to digital technologies. The use of and access to other digital 

technologies or devices such as computers, laptops and tablets is not a popular feature in all 

cases; is occasional or non-existent. Comparatively, only a few of the teens in rural areas – 

excluding those in the urban and peri-urban areas – own mobile phones of their own, 

although they have alternative access through their relatives and close friends. This highlights 

the existing marginalities in Nigerian children’s access to and practices with digital 
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technologies: cost of smartphones, cost of Internet connectivity, compromised Internet access 

in rural areas, huge gaps in digital skills and digital literacy, strict parental mediation, etc.  

More broadly, the significance of young Nigerians’ access to digital technologies do not, 

however, attempt to overstate the adoption and appropriation of digital technologies in global 

South contexts such as Africa, particularly considering the evidenced marginalities 

experienced by African countries in relation to global economics and limited resources. For 

this reason, scholars such as Nyamnjoh (1999; 2002), Wasserman (2011) and Banaji, et al. 

(2018) have not only observed that global availability is not synonymous with global 

affordability, but also that it is not yet time to be unduly celebratory and optimistic of digital 

technologies’ diffusion, dramatic as it were, in Africa, even when the temptation to overstate 

the rhetoric of the promise of ICTs for the young generation is often at their highest.  

In Chapter Five, it was argued that mobile telephony’s growing impact in the digital 

lifeworlds of African populations is attributed to the remarkable innovation that saw the 

introduction of smartphones. Smartphones provide easy and faster access to Internet 

resources and thereby, enable the ‘mobile internet’ which in turn enables the digital 

leapfrogging that ensures that wired internet connection is skipped or leapfrogged in Africa 

(Puspitasari & Ishii, 2015). Digital leapfrogging in Africa could also be understood in light of 

the dramatic and significant ways in which mobile telephony provides digital services to a 

vast number of ruralites for whom access to digital resources had historically been expensive 

and far-fetched before the arrival of the mobile phone. The consequence is that an estimated 

half of this population now has access to the same quality of mobile services that its urban 

counterparts enjoy, even as many of them are still cut off from legacy media channels such as 

newspapers and television (Otieno, 2009).  

In terms of the uses, impacts and domestication of technology, five broad themes emerged. It 

is argued that an understanding of rural and urban teens’ use of digital technologies in 

Nigeria is essential to our understanding of rural and urban children’s uses of digital 

technologies in Nigeria – through the lens of domestication in everyday practices – is 

essential to our understanding of the impacts and significant outcomes made possible by 

technology. Firstly, gaming is a popular activity of the teens in both rural and urban contexts. 

Essentially, digital social games played with mobile phones, computers and video machines 

fulfil a number of important gratifications including towards the emotional and physical 
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wellbeing of the children: relaxation, managing boredom and inactivity, and stimulating a 

happy mood. Secondly, the Nigerian teens’ social connectivity indicated that they rely 

extensively on the mobile phone and the mobile Internet to communicate, stay connected, 

share, and to feel a part of a social group. Mobile phones provide a dependable means for 

seamless communication and accomplishment of communicative goals like making plans, 

asking for and offering mutual help and support, and reduced cost and stress of friendship.   

 

The young people’s social connectivity is also enhanced through socialising and exchanges 

via social networks, mainly Facebook, WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger and Instagram. As 

argued in Chapter Six, the children transgress established and traditional social boundaries 

and authorities with social networks in a bid to establish their independence from prying and 

authoritative adults and to forge a desirable identity within their social networks. The 

importance of social connection specifically, and digital technologies in general, enhanced by 

social networks is such that social media is a decisive factor for the children’s happiness, 

relief from stress and boredom, and for managing their mental health. Thirdly, the young 

people attach great relevance to their use of digital technologies for schoolwork and for 

having quick access to some general and specialised information and news of recent 

happenings – much more than they do with the old or legacy media and books.  

 

Fourthly, digital technologies such as mobile phones are appropriated in the domestic setting 

as tools for childminding, child monitoring and emergency control between and amongst 

Nigerian teens and their parents, guardians and older relatives. Technology is seen here as 

playing an important role geared towards intra-familial communication and cohesion, 

strengthening family ties, and for family coordination (Schofield-Clark, 2009; Ergler, et al., 

2016; Livingstone & Sefton-Green, 2016; Third, et al., 2017). There is also the crucial aspect 

of highlighting the positive and negative family dynamics and tensions, as well as the 

bottom-up role of the children as digital champions, facilitators or assistants in their families 

(Correa, 2015; Eynon & Helsper, 2015). These aspects push the boundary of the conversation 

on domestic democracy and domestication of technology, particularly as it concerns the 

disruption of traditional structures of family and parental authority in the home.  

 

Fifthly, digital technologies such as mobile phones and the Internet support the Nigerian 

teens to leverage on self-learning or informal learnings and self-development efforts such as 

obtaining relevant trainings in computer usage, typesetting, designing, and how to browse for 
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information, etc. Similarly, there is the use of Internet resources to gain broader knowledge of 

their preferred field of study and to complete a number of academic requirements that have 

become associated with digitalised formal education – registrations, applications, 

examinations, and results checking.  

 

Crucially, Nigerian teens’ appropriation of technology for leveraging on personal 

development and self-learning seems gendered and classed because the use of digital 

technologies for self-learning and personal development is often experienced mainly by 

privileged male children living in urban cities, much more than the females and those who 

live in the rural or even peri-urban areas. This supports Etzo and Collender’s (2010) position 

that technologies such as mobile phones can entrench or exacerbate unequal gendered or 

classed power relations. Overall, Chapter Six argued that the teens’ uses, and domestication 

of digital technology provide a compelling evidence that foregrounds the idea of 

domestication – whereby the children, their parents or guardians and their friends 

metaphorically tame digital technology to suit their realities in specific contexts. They 

likewise foreground how they assert their sense of agency in terms of communication, family 

coordination, leveraging schoolwork and informal learnings, building online peer network 

and identity, and appropriating digital technologies as technologies of self-care.  

 

On the question of media preferences, a clear majority of the teens indicated a strong 

preference for the new media in juxtaposition to the old or legacy media. Their easy 

preference for the new media is directly linked to its interactive nature, ability to engineer 

faster and easier peer interaction, providing entertainment and relaxation, and for schoolwork 

and information seeking. This links neatly to the uses and domestication of the children’s 

practices with technology in previous discussion. Preference of the new media is also tipped 

by the fact that usage is not hindered by lack of steady electricity as is the case with the old 

media, as well as the fact that they have the freedom to choose and enjoy the kind of content 

they desire. However, the old and legacy media such as television and books still exert a level 

of influence both in their social and educational life.  

 

First, the teens sounded off their apparent distrust of new media platforms because of fake 

news phenomenon and equally noted the laissez-faire attitude of their parents and guardians 

in monitoring what they access and consume online (as opposed to monitoring what they 

watch or consume on mainstream media like television) and the downsides of this attitude. 
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Second, the children bemoan the fact that the mainstream media including books enabled 

them to “exercise their brains”, intellect and critical thinking in ways their counterparts – 

mobile phones and the Internet – do not. Scholars and psychologists (Carr, 2010; Taylor, 

2012; Dalton, 2013; Plowman & McPake, 2013) have shed light on the shifts in young 

people’s cognitive and psychological development starting from the generation when children 

devoted most of their time to reading to the advent of television and digital technologies. 

However, boyd (2014) has warned of the danger of these polarising views of technology 

which obscure the reality of teen practices with technology by idealising and demonising it.  

 

Chapter Seven revealed a constellation of opinions based on Nigerian teens’ unmediated and 

unfiltered perceptions of digital technology. The first of such perception centres around the 

positive views whereby the children think of technology as a source of happiness and as a 

helpful companion – needful for fighting idleness, boredom and sadness, helping with their 

schoolwork and assignments, providing a source of information and knowledge about 

everyday realities. Technology is also perceived as a ‘gap-bridger’ – for communication and 

connection – especially for children living far away from their real parents and siblings, i.e. 

children in fosterage arrangements. The next perception that came out strongly centres on 

their concerns about the negative aspects of technology and moral panics around their use. 

The young people believe that mobile phones and the Internet distract them from their studies 

and home chores, make them contemplate exam malpractice, culminate into spending 

excessive time on the mobiles, and expose them to bad movies, pornographic pictures, online 

grooming/sexual solicitation, meeting strangers, and role-modelling of behaviours picked up 

online. A number of these issues border on the children’s online safety – an issue that has 

been a hotly debated by scholars, educators, parents, schools, policy makers and those who 

work with vulnerable adolescents.  

 

In light of the above, the third perception is that technologies should be avoided by children 

since they are things to be wary of, things that disrupt the sense of decency and morality 

passed down to them by adults and their socio-cultural value systems. This provokes the 

perspective shared by some scholars about the social capitals, cultural traits, personal 

contexts and histories (Nyamnjoh, 2002; Stern & Burke Odland, 2017) which children pick 

up from various socialisation points such as the family, and the role of these in children’s 

ability to negotiate negative and unpleasant influences occasioned by their everyday practices 

with digital technologies. The fourth perception shared by the children deals with the belief 
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that they should not be permitted to use mobile phones at school. Although there was a 

contradiction in the results of the focus group discussions and the surveys regarding the 

appropriate age children their age and below could be allowed to use a smartphone and a 

feature phone, one explanation is evident: young Nigerians are constantly harassed by a 

mainstreamed idea that digital technologies are tools of corruption and distraction for them. 

Nevertheless, digital technologies are viewed as useful tools beyond the domain of play and 

negativity, despite the children’s initial sensitivities. This is explained by reasons which 

include that: they cannot do without their mobile phones; they feel sad, empty and lonely 

when they are not with their mobiles; they use their mobiles for social connection and 

tackling schoolwork; and they jealously guard against their mobiles being tampered with or 

misplaced. Other glaring views include that their curious and experimental sides are aroused 

by technology; technology plays a role in their self-discovery and seamless transition into 

adulthood; affords them some ‘private space’; makes them brazen so much so that they could 

disrespect their elders because of how powerful they feel; and finally, they acknowledge that 

there is a stark lack of digital skills, literacy and basic knowledge in relation to the full range 

of constructive uses to which they could put the mobile phone and the Internet. 

In Nigeria, parents or guardians, schools and adults – operationalised in this study as 

‘mediators’ or ‘gatekeepers’ – play a huge and hard-to-be-ignored role in the children’s 

practices with and negotiation of digital technologies. There are two positions adopted by the 

gatekeepers, namely those who encourage and support the young people to use technology 

(conceptually named supporters or encouragers) and those who discourage the children and 

play the moral panic card effectively (i.e. prohibitors and moral panic mongers). Specifically, 

in urban settings, parents and godparents encourage and support their children to use digital 

technologies – buying mobiles for them or allowing them to use theirs or their computers – 

for a number of reasons including for facilitation of seamless communication in the family 

and for assisting their children’s information seeking and schoolwork endeavours. Other 

reasons include that they believe technology is useful for their children’s future careers and 

because the children assist them in getting around the difficult procedures of their own digital 

devices.  

As shown in Chapter Eight, there is an in-betweenness that underpins parents’ and guardians’ 

mediation of teens’ access to and use of technology. From the findings, parents and 
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guardians, teachers and adults encourage and at the same time, discourage the children, 

thereby playing supporter and prohibitor roles simultaneously. This is linked to their 

perceived usefulness and pitfalls inherent in teens’ use of technology. In prohibiting the 

children’s use of technology, these mediators perpetuate the rhetoric of moral panic, fear and 

scepticism associated with thinking about children and the media. Various forms of the 

manifestation of prohibitive mediation observed in different degrees include: scheduling of 

technology use; seizing of digital devices; outright banning in the home and school; refusal to 

buy digital gadgets for the children; refusal to allow children to use parents’ or adults’ 

devices; and refusal to provide airtime and mobile internet data. The children found these 

range of behaviours and rules mostly annoying, intrusive and authoritarian.  

 

Schools and teachers were equally particularly strong mediators of children’s technology use. 

Teachers encouraged the teens to use the Internet for their assignments and as source of 

information even as the ‘No digital device policy’ subsists and is seriously enforced with 

requisite punishments, in all the schools. Notably also, in all the schools used in this study – 

except for one located in an urban area of FCT-Abuja, Nigeria’s federal capital – there were 

no functional ICT labs and little or no training given to the children in Information 

Technology. Furthermore, it was found that some of the children practice self-restraint and 

self-regulation, or what Kuntsman, Rattle and Devney (2018) had called ‘digital 

disengagement’ when it comes to using digital technologies. This cohort restrict themselves 

to the use of mobiles and the Internet for schoolwork and general knowledge-seeking only – 

never for informal uses such as chatting and playing games.  

 

It was also discovered that certain environmental factors mediate and thereby limit the 

children’s digital participation and opportunity. These include the children’s incapacity to 

afford airtime and mobile internet data for themselves, the general high cost of digital devices 

and daily Internet access and airtime, child fosterage practices that automatically exclude 

those children living with guardians and distant relatives – mostly vulnerable to unfair 

treatments in their foster homes.  

 

The findings of this study suggest that the role of mediators – whether restrictive or 

supportive – remains complex and needs further unpacking of all of its nuances in relation to, 

for instance, age and gender of the children and their parents. However, in reflecting on the 

complexity and nuances of the role of gatekeepers in extending or limiting children’s 
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practices with technology, a number of issues are spotlighted. First, Nigerian parents, schools 

and adults who mediate and control children’s digital practices do so from a socio-cultural 

and contextually relevant positionality, meaning that they prioritise traditional notions of 

familial authority and socialisation. This means that they feel responsible for introducing 

children to material culture of society by encouraging or controlling their access to such 

cultures (Corsaro, 2005), and highlights the integral moralities of the African (and 

particularly Nigerian) cultural systems in which modesty and discipline hold much meaning 

and are inculcated in children early enough.  

 

Second, most Nigerian parents, guardians and even teachers lack the requisite skills and 

literacies necessary to support children’s digital practices and opportunities. Although the 

penetration of digital technologies continues to grow especially with the widespread adoption 

of mobile telephony and diffusion of the mobile internet, digital divides occasioned by the 

peculiarities and marginalities of the global South contexts, persist. Many of the mediators 

seem not to have digital skills and an informed understanding of the digital world. 

Consequently, this results in newer levels of divide – digital knowledge divide or second-

level digital divide – between young people, their parents and guardians and other adults. The 

reasoning is that the less knowledge and skill parents and other gatekeepers have of digital 

technologies, the more fearful, sceptical and controlling they may seem about technologies 

and their negative impact on their dependants (UNICEF & Intermedia, 2013; Third, et al., 

2017).  

 

Third, schools in Nigeria lack a basic government support in terms of setting up and 

maintaining digital infrastructures and affordances and the enablement of a digitally-

supportive environment. Ministries of education in all the 36 states in Nigeria including the 

Federal Capital Territory (FCT) are yet to embrace the idea of digitisation as being a critical 

necessity in the education sector, more so in the post-primary education sector (Aduwa-

Ogiegbaen & Iyamu, 2005). As demonstrated in Chapter Eight, the remarkable feature of 

digital technologies in educational landscape is far removed from the current situation found 

in Nigeria and in most parts of the continent.  

 

Fourth, beyond the various forms of restrictive mediation by Nigerian parents and guardians, 

most parents and adults do not necessarily dedicate time and effort to observe and monitor 

what children actually do online, the contents they’re being exposed to, and ask questions 
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about their online concerns. Despite dishing out a good deal of rules with regard to the use of 

digital technologies, most parents’ and adults’ instructions were anything but informed, were 

not borne out of a deep knowledge of safety issues and how the children can practically 

negotiate them. In light of the foregoing, there is a huge contrast with the lived reality of 

children in developed countries where there is currently a shift away from restrictive forms of 

parental mediation, suggesting the crucial need for greater investment in support and 

guidance of parents in the global South (UNICEF Ghana, 2017; Livingstone & Byrne, 2017). 

 

 The last, but by no means the least objective of this study, was to explore what kinds 

of agency digital technologies and digital affordances enable in the teens’ negotiation of their 

identity in the digital age, despite the sometimes-overbearing influence of digital gatekeepers. 

This study has discovered a number of incredible ways in which the children’s agency, 

accentuated by technology, is manifest in their everyday digital practices with family, friends 

and school. One of the most glaring forms of agency exhibited by the Nigerian teens was 

their ability to be such active appropriators of technology and active participants in their own 

digital experiences. Instances of this include: purchasing their own mobiles from personal 

savings, buying airtimes and Internet bundles for themselves, recognising the gains and 

downsides of technology, having such informed and unmediated (although ambivalent) 

notions of technology, acting as digital champions, assistants and facilitators in their homes 

and in their peer networks, acting as their own umpires by sometimes self-regulating their 

technology use, etc.  

 

The analysis on the question of agency in Chapter Nine was grouped into two disparate 

themes: the children’s own perceived agency and power in relation to their practices with 

technology, and secondly, their peers’ perception of their agency and power. To be sure, in 

this study, the question of agency is directly linked to questions of identity and negotiation of 

same. Regarding the first theme, the children perceived digital technologies as technologies 

of self-care through which they deal with everyday issues such as sadness, lack of 

confidence, boredom, loneliness, and pressure from school and family. Many of the teens in 

Nigeria agree that the use of mobile phones, the Internet and sometimes personal computer 

makes them feel knowledgeable, informed and civilised.  

 

In their shared lived experience with friends, some of the children, but particularly the males, 

felt a certain kind of confidence, ‘power’ and a ‘sense of being better’ especially when they 
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have or know about technologies their friends did not have or know about; when they teach 

their peers what they know; and when they covered their syllabus with the help of the 

Internet, ahead of classes. Further, using mobile phones and the Internet gives the young 

people a sense of freedom – including freedom to express their feelings adequately, through 

texting, calling and chatting. Technology also holds for the children a certain kind of prospect 

and aspiration for their future careers and interests, despite the negative sensitivities and 

moral panics by digital gatekeepers.  

In relation to the second theme, the teens report to being viewed in a different light by their 

friends and peers as a result of their ownership of or adeptness at using digital technologies. 

Their peers and friends view them with a mix of awe-inspiration, envy, hostility, respect and 

privilege. Taken together, this suggests that both ownership and use of digital technologies 

could breed competition among children especially between those from dissimilar economic 

backgrounds. This tends to also spiral into other issues such as techno shaming, 

disconnection, and identity crisis. These range of issues are factored into the “second-level 

digital divides” (Livingstone, et al., 2017, p.139) which exist among children from dissimilar 

social strata.  

Summarily, Chapter Nine argued that many children in Nigeria demonstrate both agency and 

proactiveness in the manner in which they take up digital practices with family, peers and 

friends, despite a strong indication of being constrained by a lack of digital skills and 

opportunities, and strict gatekeeping by their parents and other mediators. Thus, Nigerian 

teens are positioned as actors and knowers in their own lives, determined to exercise their 

agency within adult-controlled schedules and spaces. 

What ultimately appears, between the lines, is that the intersectionality of the axes of power – 

including inter alia, age, education, geography, class, gender, and access to valued forms of 

social and cultural capital linked to notions of modernity – become particularly important 

when considering the link with young people’s formation of identity.  

Concluding thoughts 

To be sure, this study is not another study from a global South context that could be narrowed 

down to the question of digital divides between the North and the South or between the rural 
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and the urban dichotomies. Indeed, the narrative of digital divides not only perpetuates a 

sense of othering; it also immediately precludes the more important question of contextual 

nuances, multi-dimensionalities, and lived realities of children in specific locales. It is some 

of these contextual practices and locational experiences that this study had, with all of its 

acknowledged limitations, attempted to explore. Although, the study, through its unique 

findings, spotlights other forms of existing digital divide such as parental digital divide or 

second-level digital divide among children from dissimilar social strata, etc.  

This study contributes an important dimension to teens’ digital practices, especially as there 

exists a resonant paucity of and apathy towards research and scholarship in children and 

digital media studies in the continent. Among other things, what is lacking in literature and in 

most parts of Africa in particular, is an understanding of how new media practices are 

embedded in a broader socio-cultural, socio-economic and socio-psychological ecology. This 

study has thus attempted to place young people’s digital lifeworlds in its wider socio-spatial 

context and experience (Ergler, et al., 2016).  

Hopefully, the findings of this study “can support effective policy, education and 

programmes, particularly in the global South” (Third, et al., 2017, p.14), but especially in 

Africa. Taking a child-centred approach in this study meant that “instead of a singular focus 

upon the concerns and discomforts of children’s technology use” (Swist, et al., 2015, p.11), 

we followed Ruckenstein’s (2013) suggestion to adopt a socio-cultural perspective, which 

highlights how digital life produces new forms of participation and consumption and child-

adult relations. 

With the significant findings based on children’s practices with, and negotiation of, digital 

technologies, “a new form of ‘childhood’ is born, transformed by digital technology” 

(Holland, 2008, p.50). Nevertheless, in many ways, children’s digital lifeworlds in Nigeria, as 

in similar and even dissimilar contexts, have become invested with much complexity, 

multidimensionality, and nuance. As is their access to and outcomes with digital 

technologies, Nigerian teens’ media tastes, perceptions of technologies and relationship with 

digital gatekeepers and mediators are clearly contradictory, complex, dilemmatic, ambivalent, 

stoic, and constantly being negotiated. Moreover, distinctions between negative and positive 

dimensions are fuzzy and complicated, and the impact of technology on children’s lives has 

been cursed and praised. 
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Although this study did not set out to explore the challenges and barriers to teens’ access to 

and use of digital technologies, its multi-layered approach had revealed a number of critical 

impediments to young Nigerians’ practices with technologies. These include: strict 

mediations by parents, guardians, schools and other adults; financial incapacity (Internet data 

and airtime costs); limited power supply; second-level digital divide; lack of government 

support for digital infrastructure and opportunity; and the absence of digital literacy and skill 

on the part of the children, their parents, guardians and teachers. The lack of digital literacy 

and skill limit the children’s agency, digital participation and opportunities and result in 

unchecked risks such as pornography, meeting with online strangers/online grooming, 

distractions, identity issues/negative role modelling. Others include environmental factors 

such as socio-economic backgrounds, child fosterage practices, and gender disparity.  

 

In light of the above, among other things, the study recommends government’s, schools’ and 

families’ intervention in extending Nigerian children’s opportunities and rights in the digital 

age by rethinking the precarious subjective-subordinate and marginalised position of children 

in Africa. The fact that the young people in this study are naturally drawn to technology and 

show adeptness at using them should have been enough justification to demand a supportive 

response from schools, teachers, and parents in Nigeria. However, this is not the case yet, at 

least in most developing countries. In further reflecting on this, What Lee (2016) said would 

therefore be considered uncritical and lacking in understanding of other environments, 

especially those at the margins in technology use: “As laptop computers and tablets become 

more popular, using IT for teaching and learning is a natural trend.”  

 

Are Nigerian teens really at risk and are their parents, guardians and schools really 

unprepared to protect them? A few possible causes of the societal moral panic, strict control 

and sheer neglect from digital gatekeepers and stakeholders include: government neglect to 

invest in formal education and digital education, lack of adequately dispersed digital 

infrastructure, training and skills and the reported online risks such as bullying, exposure to 

online pornography, online grooming, etc. However, the anxiety and restriction – although 

inherently legitimate and which may be effective in achieving online safety for children – at 

the same time ultimately undermines and forecloses children’s digital participation and 

opportunities.  
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Like Ergler et al. (2016) suggests, it is important that the limits of age, risks, competencies 

and opportunities be reconsidered in this rapidly digitalising world. On her part, boyd (2014) 

worries about the fact that “we often spend so much time worrying about young people that 

we fail to account for how our paternalism and protectionism hinders teens’ ability to become 

informed, thoughtful, and engaged adults” (p. 28). Similar scholars like Finkelhor (2014) 

have also argued that the digital environment may be less threatening for children than the 

real-life dangers they face daily by arguing that children’s experiences in the digital space are 

not unique, but extensions of real-world experiences.  

 

In wrapping up this conclusion, it has become important to reflect on the case of an eight-

year old Emmanuella Samuel – the youngest comedian in Nigeria. Emmanuella rose to fame 

in 2016 when she was barely five. Her cousin, Mark Angel, himself a popular Nigerian online 

comedian, had featured her in one of his comedy skits that consequently went viral, garnering 

over 5 million views from around the world on YouTube alone. Following this breakthrough, 

Emmanuella would go on to become a Youtuber and her older nephew’s online comedy 

partner. This venture had since launched the duo into stardom: winning both local and 

international awards, appearing on international and local media, and signing advertisement 

deals with several corporations. In 2018, it was reported that Emmanuella had signed a 

contract to feature in a Hollywood movie to be shot by Disney Studios.21  

 

The lesson in and the precedence set by Emmanuella’s story lies in the fact that children 

could be empowered to take advantage of the promises and possibilities of the digital era and 

thus, be enabled to have agency and to unleash their creativities and talents. The young 

people in this study has demonstrated a high incidence of being ‘Digital Repertoires’, a term 

used by Bailur, et al. (2015, p.4) to highlight how individuals, households, and organisations 

are not passive ‘beneficiaries’ or ‘audiences’ in the shift to a digital world; but rather are 

active participants, choosing, appropriating, and adapting platforms, content, services, and 

technologies in the ways that work best for them.” 

 

Rather than techno-shaming children into silence, fear, scepticism, guilt or moral panic, their 

parents, guardians, teachers and adult relatives could give them the support, motivation, and 

                                                 

21 Details of the Hollywood deal has been reported by Huffington Post here:  

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.za/2018/02/20/nigerias-youngest-comedian-lands-a-role-in-a-disney-

film_a_23366242/  

https://www.huffingtonpost.co.za/2018/02/20/nigerias-youngest-comedian-lands-a-role-in-a-disney-film_a_23366242/
https://www.huffingtonpost.co.za/2018/02/20/nigerias-youngest-comedian-lands-a-role-in-a-disney-film_a_23366242/
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agency they need to understand and leverage the digital media space and opportunity. The 

media as Cohen (1972) argued, must also stop stereotyping children as ‘the folk devils’ – a 

practice that leads to perpetuation of moral panics around childhood. Although children’s 

agentic practices with, and negotiation of, digital technologies should not be overstated, the 

fact remains that children will continue to shape and be shaped by the lives of their family 

members, peers, the media, institutions and other stakeholders (Ergler, et al., 2016).  

This study agrees with boyd’s (2014) suggestion that, to productively navigate the 

complications of living in an age of networked technologies, adults and young people will 

need to collaborate rather than ‘doing it their own way’. More than ever before, Nigerian 

teens living in the digital age will require in equal degree, access to quality and affordable 

education as well as skilled and supportive digital enablers and mentors, if they must become 

their full selves.  

Contribution to theory 

It may appear that this study had made an uncritical use of the domestication theory. And 

although there are opportunities for critique of the theory, this was not as important and 

urgent as the need to see how the theory fits into an African context since several studies that 

had used the theoretical framework had been mostly from the global North. Applying this 

theory to the present study has been useful in unpacking how teens’ experiences, voices and 

actions are contextualised within the social structures of home, community and culture 

(Livingstone & Haddon, 2009). In fact, with the theory, this study had explored the 

circumstances whereby technology assumed the meanings and uses assigned to them by 

teens, their parents, guardians, and other adults.  

Similar to Livingstone and Haddon (2009), this study, supported by both the child-centred 

approach and the domestication philosophy, identifies the ways in which young Nigerians 

tend to access, understand, work and play with the technologies available to them. Broadly, 

the study also extends an understanding of how these young people determine what happens 

in their digital lives, how they perceive and use technology while paying attention to the 

contextual dynamics in how the power and role of gatekeepers and mediators work.  

The study departs from the original focus of domestication by Silverstone, et al. (1992) which 

is the domestic sphere, and extends the social space to include not only the home (family 

setting), but also schools, and other private spaces where children hang out with peers, 
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whether they are in the urban, semi-urban or rural context. Generally, this study’s 

contribution to theory and knowledge in this research field is seen also in its situatedness on 

locality and lived experience. Since the study attempts to locate its focus within a unique 

socio-cultural environment, it thus enables the differentiation of this study from its Northern 

precursors.  

Recommendations 

Nigerian teens’ digital lifeworlds has been heavily invested with complexities and not-so-

straightforward narratives. The young people appear to be caught in a vortex of conflicting 

perceptions and views regarding digital technologies based on both the perceived usefulness 

and scepticism about digital technology and its place in their lives. Likewise, their parents, 

guardians, teachers, and the wider society seem enmeshed in a dilemma as the overall 

perception of digital media’s impact on children continues to be characterised by anxiety, 

suspicion, moral panics, and lack of critical reflection. As is already being implemented in 

global North contexts, there is a need for execution of suitably domesticated programmes and 

policies that encourage children to use digital technologies safely and effectively in formal 

educational and similar spaces. These would also help ensure that they maximise the benefits 

of their digital practices and prepare them for a smooth transition to adulthood.  

 

As observed in this study, digital technologies are already enabling young Nigerians to 

participate in and leverage on e-learning, accessing educational and learning contents that 

were unavailable to previous generations of children (Third, et al., 2017). This needs to be 

deliberately supported, vigorously intensified and heavily invested in by stakeholders such as 

government and educational institutions since research evidence proves that digital 

technologies can expose children in rural and remote regions – as well as those from 

economically disadvantaged backgrounds – to learning opportunities that could prepare them 

for adulthood and immediate crisis situations.  

 

In light of this, there is need for Nigerian children to be supported and equipped with critical 

literacies necessary for developing digital resilience and tackling their particular needs, 

expanding their opportunities for participation in their community and equipping them with 

the tools to critique, explore and change the digital world around them (Swist, et al., 2015). 

Critical literacies have been defined by Swist, et al. (2015, p.12) as the range of media, 
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digital, social and emotional competencies that children and young people require to 

negotiate and navigate the digital age.  

 

Still, it is recognised that in Nigeria, this cannot be achieved in isolation because it is evident 

that the current stakeholder resistance and lack of support towards children’s full digital 

participation and opportunity is as a result of a deeper lack of adequate knowledge, digital 

skills and literacies and adequate digital infrastructure in the country generally. Indeed, 

“technology is an enabler but does not alone compensate for gaps in student engagement and 

performance attributable to socioeconomic status, race, ethnicity, and gender” (Freeman, 

Adams, Cummins, Davis & Hall, 2017, p.4). Sustained efforts are needed by government to 

improve digital literacy initiatives and increase funding for ICT education, equipment and 

infrastructure (Monyei, 2018) in the entire country and for all demographics, including the 

vulnerable or the disadvantaged with special needs (Livingstone & O’Neill, 2014).  

 

Between 2008 and 2010, the One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) opensource project was floated 

and/or test-run in a few states in Nigeria. The aim was to improve education delivery and 

prepare post-primary school children for the digital world. Globally, the OLPC programme is 

a growing, albeit challenging computer-based learning initiative operational in mostly Latin 

America and with a utopian thrust to revolutionise education via out-of-classroom learning 

(Ames, 2016). According to the OLPC, about two million children and teachers in Latin 

America are part of an ongoing OLPC project, with over 500,000 in Africa and the rest of the 

world combined. The OLPC project however failed in many parts of Africa and the global 

South because of what critics of the initiative ascribed to be its techno-utopianism and lack of 

any ‘real’ productivity. In Nigeria specifically, the programme failed woefully due to a 

number of peculiar issues ranging from ethnic politics/federal character, corruption, poor 

understanding of opensource movement, to poor distribution channels, and poor awareness.22  

 

In specific terms, ministries of education in all the 36 states in Nigeria including the Federal 

Capital Territory (FCT) must embrace and embed digitisation as a critical necessity in the 

education sector, more so in the post-primary education sector. Of course, this would mean 

government’s determined effort to invest not only in the education sector – which is still way 

                                                 

22 For a discussion of the outlined issues as featured on a popular Nigerian online forum – Nairaland Forum – 

see https://www.nairaland.com/1534871/why-olpc-project-failed-nigeria  

https://www.nairaland.com/1534871/why-olpc-project-failed-nigeria
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below expectation – but also improving the socio-economic status of those in the rural areas 

and peri-urban margins.  

 

Furthermore, to enhance Nigerian teens’ outcomes using digital technologies, there is a need 

to have a system that supports parents’, families’ and adults’ access to critical resources that 

expose them to knowledge of the opportunities and risks of the digital age and how to support 

their dependants to navigate and negotiate. Moreover, training of teachers, intensified 

research, and proper pedagogical practices are essential. In effect, the children would need 

“guides, mentors, and coaches to help them navigate projects, generate meaning, and develop 

lifelong learning habits. School cultures must encourage, reward, and scale effective teaching 

practices” (Freeman, et al. 2017, p.4). Nigerian schools need to teach children digital media 

concepts, issues, and skills – in short, general media literacy – rather than continuing to shy 

away from this. Schools must come to terms with the fact that digital technologies have come 

to stay; and to keep neglecting to teach children these skills and competencies on how to 

navigate the digital world would be dangerous and a great injustice.  

 

Until children’s full digital participation and literacy is given premium attention by 

appropriate stakeholders in Nigeria and parts of Africa, other pertinent and pressing concerns 

such as protecting children’s rights online, online safety, and children’s privacy and 

wellbeing may remain elusive and unaddressed. A silence on these issues may multiply the 

risks that Nigerian children would face in the precarious now and in the unforeseeable future. 

Although, in recent times, scholars (Livingstone, 2018) have argued that digital literacy is not 

the ‘silver-bullet solution’ to protecting children’s rights and safety in the digital age because 

everyone cannot be taught all that they need to know at the same time and pace. However, 

getting media (digital) literacy to be incorporated in the Nigerian school curriculum and 

government investment in digitisation infrastructure and ICT training is a first step in the 

right direction. Other scholars have also recently argued that what is needed in equal capacity 

as media literacy is emotional digital literacy (Kuntsman, Rattle & Devney, 2018). Although 

definition of the concept is still fuzzy, the authors argue that EDL is more often developed 

with age and “cannot emerge prior to one’s biological and social readiness”.  

 

Like Kenyan children studied by UNICEF in conjunction with Intermedia (2013), their 

contemporaries in Nigeria view digital technologies as being a central paraphernalia for their 

future aspirations even as they continue to utilise them to learn as much as they could about 
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these aspirations and about their world. These children have proven themselves to be active 

participators and knowers in their own digital lives, summarised in what Bailur, et al. (2015) 

had termed ‘Digital Repertoires’. Nigerian children crave for autonomy and freedom, but at 

the same time, a supportive environment in which they could fully harness the power of 

digital technologies to change their life and their society’s.  

Children’s rights and aspirations for a digital future must be recognised and taken into 

account even as global communities and respective regional and national peripheries gear up 

to actualise the goals and tenets of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG). The first step 

is the abandonment of both technophobic and techno-utopian orientations and an 

acknowledgement of children’s needs, aspirations, provision, protection, and participation 

(Third, et al., 2017). The next step is to make it possible for children in global South contexts 

to participate in decision-making processes that shape their present daily lives and future.  

The Child Rights Act of 200323 was adopted by the Nigerian government as a domesticated 

version of the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC). For the past 15 

years since its existence, only few states in Nigeria have passed it into law, and its 

implementation has been fraught with systemic challenges (Akinwumi, 2009). Further, the 

basic rights and privileges of the Nigerian child particularly in relation to right to 

information, education, freedom of expression, have continued to be undermined and 

overlooked amidst rising cases of child abuses: child hawking, child trafficking, child labour, 

child kidnap and ritual. This is due to and largely linked to the gross failure of government 

and official authorities, corruption, general ineptitude and of course, the skewed perception of 

children in Africa as being inconsequential and disruptive (de Boeck & Honwana, 2005) and 

the tokenism that has characterised their engagement in child rights advocacy programming 

(Fayoyin, 2011). It is therefore important to rethink and reimagine children’s rights and what 

it means for them to participate in society. Also, it is essential to observe and analyse 

children’s competency as meaning-makers in light of growing concerns for their protection 

using both on- and offline surveillance (Ergler, et al., 2016). 

23 A public copy of this document is archived by UNICEF Nigeria and is available at: 

https://www.unicef.org/nigeria/protection_8553.html  

https://www.unicef.org/nigeria/protection_8553.html
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Future research directions 

Media coverage of and commentaries on digital media use by vulnerable audiences like 

children may have exaggerated the risks involved. Like some scholars argue, the digital 

environment may be less precarious for children than the real-life dangers they face daily, 

and our dystopian ideas about technology may have become problematic (Finkelhor, 2014; 

boyd, 2014). It is important then for more studies to adopt and adapt paradigms such as the 

child-centred approach using ethnography, critical ethnography, observations, in-depth 

interviews, and focus group discussions to study children and digital media. These methods 

and approaches would enable a further exploration of the lived experiences of risks and 

opportunities presented to children in Nigeria and parts of Africa by digital technologies. 

Issues such as privacy, exposure to harmful contents (such as online pornography and fake 

news), encounters with online strangers, online grooming by predatory adults and sexual 

solicitation experienced by children in different socio-cultural milieus and involving children 

from dissimilar economic backgrounds, could be isolated and extensively studied in future 

research. The value of child-centred approaches and methods lie in focusing on the children’s 

own experiences and recognising that they are experts in their own lives – although their 

parents’ observations and viewpoints may also prove germane.  

 

Furthermore, the contrasts and nuances of pre-teens’ and teens’ negotiation with technology 

within the family and school settings need to be further examined, as did works such as Sonia 

Livingstone and Julian Sefton-Green’s The Class: living and learning in the digital age 

(2016) and dana boyd’s Its Complicated: the social lives of networked teens (2014). 

Ethnographic, reflective and qualitative investigations of pre-teens and adolescents in specific 

contexts such as the home and school are largely lacking and in great demand in most parts of 

Africa. Much deeper investigation and analyses than what the present study has attempted to 

do are needed to tackle some critical issues. These include the ways in which digital 

technologies complicate and/or extend children’s educational outcomes, social relationship, 

mental health and wellbeing, interpersonal interaction, domestic democracy and familial 

interaction, building and maintaining peer networks, and negotiation of personal and group 

identities. 

 

Research into children’s access to and use of digital technologies has become a hugely 

expanding field globally, so also children’s full participation, rights and safety in the digital 



The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

214  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

age. In a recent Op-Ed24 published by this researcher, he had argued that the journey to 

mainstreaming children’s full digital participation, digital rights, digital resilience and safety 

should start with a commitment by African scholars and researchers to develop the field and 

by so doing, attract government attention. Livingstone et al. (2017) have rightly observed that 

research on children’s digital opportunities has been uneven across countries and that 

particularly the global South is the most deficient in this area. Even so, the authors hold that 

“extensive research is required to understand children’s engagement with these educational 

technologies in home settings and how this relates to their family relationships, cognitive and 

socioemotional development, academic achievement, vocational trajectories, and identity 

formation” (Livingstone, et al., 2017, p.139).  

 

Although this present study appears to have attempted, among other things, to shed light into 

some of the themes advocated by Livingstone and her colleagues above, this is yet like the 

proverbial ‘drop in the ocean’ and is hardly enough since there remains a huge research gap 

in this area in Nigeria as in many parts of the continent. African scholars, practitioners, 

educators, and researchers need to rise to the challenge and not shy away from research on 

children and digital media. These critical actors need to embrace the field and develop 

indigenous theories, methods, ethics, and digital policies specific to African audiences, 

particularly children. In much the same vein, higher education institutions in Africa and 

beyond as well as local and international funding bodies can get interested in the yearning 

and promising area of African children and digital media research. 

Limitations of the study 

This study is not without some limitations in scope as well as challenges during the 

fieldwork. In terms of limitations, firstly, although there was a clearly defined focus on child-

centred approach, the study and its findings may have been further broadened and 

strengthened had the views and observations of digital gatekeepers such as parents, 

godparents, teachers or school authorities been considered. In leaving out the voices and 

views of these critical stakeholders, there is also the acknowledged ethical risk of relying 

completely on the children’s perspectives without some sort of counter-views to balance them 

out. Furthermore, Nyumba, et al. (2018, p.30) argue that focus group discussion in general is 

                                                 

24 “Research on African digital cultures: Are children’s voices missing?” –  

http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/research-on-african-digital-cultures-are-childrens-voices-missing  

http://www.thejournalist.org.za/spotlight/research-on-african-digital-cultures-are-childrens-voices-missing


The digital lifeworlds of young Nigerians   Chikezie E. Uzuegbunam 

 

215  University of Cape Town, South Africa 

 

subject to some biases unlike personal interviews or surveys. These include the ‘dominance 

effect’ where a few dominant participants take the upper hand in a focus group discussion; 

‘halo effect’ (influence of some participants’ perceived status); and ‘groupthink’ (a situation 

whereby participants feed off each other’s opinions and tend to think similarly to maintain 

group cohesion).  

 

Secondly, the use of participant observation method could have revealed more personal and 

surprising lived experiences of the children’s practices with digital technologies as well as 

offered deeper insights into (non)digital homes, and various categories of children from 

different social strata, spatial categories and age groups. Thirdly, although the study had 

acknowledged the difficulty in pursuing a neat analysis of the contrasts and similarities 

between and among children from rural and urban spaces, it could have been critical to see 

this fleshed out in this study. Perhaps, it could have aided a clearer understanding of the 

significant differences between the urbanites and the ruralites as well as the digital divides 

that exist – beyond the obvious – between teens in these different contexts.  
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EPILOGUE  

A self-reflexive note – from research to introspection, or? 

… “Digital Natives”. They all have access to networked digital technologies… Chances are, 

you’re impressed with some of the skills these Digital Natives possess… Maybe your son has 

photoshopped a cloud out of a family vacation photo and turned it into the perfect Christmas 

card. Maybe that eight-year-old made a funny video on her own that tens of thousands of 

people watched on YouTube. But there’s also a good chance that a Digital Native has 

annoyed you… Maybe you’re a bit frightened by these Digital Natives… There is one thing 

you know for sure: These kids are different… Major aspects of their lives—social 

interactions, friendships, civic activities—are mediated by digital technologies... —Born 

Digital, Palfrey & Gasser, 2008, pp. 1-2. 

It was the second quarter of 2017, and I was home in Nigeria for my doctoral thesis’ 

fieldwork. I had just completed the bit for Anambra State, and was due to be in Abuja – an 8-

hour distance by road from Anambra State – for the second leg of the assignment. My uncle 

and his wife had offered their home for my stay for the period. They had three kids25. Aside 

from a 16-year-old Nkem who was away in a boarding school, there was Ngozi, a 10-year-

old and Uchenna, a 13-year-old.  

My uncle’s family could be classified as an upper-middle-class family in Nigeria’s urbane 

federal capital of Abuja in the North Central region, whose kids attended highbrow schools, 

rarely went out to play with neighbours’ kids, had their daily routine infused with after-

school home lessons and the like. A successful businessman, my uncle was educated and 

quite enlightened; his wife likewise was an educationist of many years who had just opened 

her own school.  

I had just returned from one of my field trips – a visit to the Education Board from which I 

needed a letter of approval to allow me access to the schools I required for my study. I had 

settled down on my favourite chair in the sitting room, resting. In the parlour, enjoying one of 

their favourite cartoons were Ngozi, her brother, Uchenna and Chidiebere (12), their cousin 

who was now staying with them, away from her own family who stayed in far South Eastern 

part of the country.  

25 Real names have been changed to protect the children’s and their family’s privacy 
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Much later that evening, their parents returned home from work – my uncle’s wife first, 

followed shortly by my uncle. It was understandable that they both led busy lives and had a 

housekeeper who lived with them. The children gave their mother a warm and robust 

welcome and resumed their cartoon watching. When their dad returned, they all scampered 

out of the living room, switching off the television as they did so. Almost theatrically, they 

were all sitting in the adjoining dining area, frantically trying to do their homework. I sat 

amused, observing with interest. 

Later that evening, as I sat in my spot reading a novel and waiting for dinner to be served, my 

uncle and his wife came onto me in the living room, arguing about something. It turned out 

that they had been debating whether it was a good thing to buy digital devices like mobile 

phones and computers for their children or not. You see, on a normal day, my uncle and his 

wife held my judgement in high esteem, and so, they thought I could perhaps have something 

brilliant to say about this issue.  

My uncle’s wife believed the children were still too young to be entrusted with the use of 

digital technologies of their own; my uncle on the other hand, thought that his wife was being 

too inflexible and paranoia about the impact of technology on children. According to him, 

many of his friends had gone ahead to purchase and allow their kids – same age as theirs – to 

use digital devices. And with testimonies of their children’s adeptness with technology, he 

thought his own children deserved the same privilege or risk being left behind.  

Both turned to me now, eager to know what I thought. 

At this point, everything I knew about children and digital media seemed to abandon me. 

Should I go with my uncle’s wife since I earnestly thought she had a point about technology 

generally affecting children in worrisome ways, especially in relation to distraction and 

exposure to online pornography? Or instead, should I encourage my uncle to buy digital 

devices for their children because I also sincerely thought that they deserved to be supported 

towards digital practices and participation in the digital age? In the end – and although I am 

now completely unsure about everything I had said to them – I remember trying to take a 

middle position by arguing for and against the issue at the same time. But it appeared 

obvious: I had failed to take an unambiguous stand, and I had failed to make a convincing 

case for either side of the matter.  
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Pondering on this incident much later, I thought that I had been a hypocrite. Here was I, 

working very hard to undertake a study on children and digital media in Nigeria – children 

towards whom I already had begun to feel some sort of empathy due to all the stuff I had 

been reading from literature about their counterparts in the global North. Also, my position 

on the matter on that day may have stood more firmly with my uncle’s wife than with my 

uncle.  

 

In fact, I had revealed to both of them that night how I had found out a few weeks earlier that 

Uchenna, their son, was on Facebook. They had gaped at me in surprise. Within minutes, I 

was looking up his profile on Facebook with one of my uncle’s phones. Their faces wore a 

mask of shock, relief and gratitude for this important revelation. Next, Uchenna was 

summoned into the living room and faced series of interrogation and warnings. He was asked 

to reveal his password, and I was given the duty of logging-in and deactivating and 

permanently deleting the account. 

 

**** 

 

Two months later, I returned from one of my last field trips – I was already on the verge of 

completing the project and returning to South Africa. I walked in on Uchenna, Ngozi and 

Chidiebere in the living room fiddling with what looked like a fairly-used, but still, new 

laptop; their faces glowing with excitement and newness. With them was one of my uncle’s 

employees who had apparently brought home the device and was helping to set it up. 

Surprised, I asked who owned the laptop. I was informed proudly that it was theirs, courtesy 

of their father. Seeing as the children didn’t pay me any mind further, I retreated into my 

room and just then the guilt pang hit me again.  

 

Where did I stand? I remembered how meeting nine-year-old Ugochukwu two years earlier 

had excited me and propelled the focus of my doctoral research. I remembered some of the 

interviews I had had with children during the ongoing fieldwork and how their digital lives 

had been marked by a complex mix of strict parental mediation, lack of support from school, 

absence of critical digital literacy, and their own agency to use technology against many 

odds. I remembered how I had listened sympathetically to some of their tales and how this 

made them unhappy kids who sometimes suffered from techno-shame and felt left behind.  
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I reasoned that I was no different from the parents and teachers in Nigeria who viewed 

children’s use of technology as ‘near taboos’ and with the moral panic lens.  I thought about 

how much co-operation and mentoring – rather than techno-shaming – these kids needed, 

especially from ‘someone like me’.  

 

Certainly, charity must begin at home. 

 

That evening, I walked out of my room, and into the living area, and joined the children to 

play with their new toy, determined to play the supportive Big Brother and to show them how 

happy I was for their new possession.  
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Appendix 2: Consent form 

Consent Form 

Title of research project:  “Exploring rural and urban children’s engagement and experiences with 

digital technologies in select regions in Nigeria”. 

Names of principal researcher(s):  Mr. Chikezie Emmanuel Uzuegbunam 

Department/research group address:  Centre for Film and Media Studies, University of Cape Town 

(UCT), Private Bag, Rondebosch, 7700. 

Telephone: +2348034642447 

Email: chikezieuzuegbunam@gmail.com  

Name of Participant: 

Nature of the Research: 

The research is focused on examination of the access, use and impacts of digital technologies such as 

mobile phones, computers, the Internet, games etc, in the lives of teenagers, between ages 13 and 18, 

and what constitute their lived experiences with these technologies. 

Participant’s Involvement: 

1. What’s involved:

Data collection will be in two phases: first, a total of 8 focus group discussions (2 in each 

selected school) with teenagers between ages 13-18 from rural and urban schools. The second 

stage will be a survey of a larger number of children (up to 50 students) drawn from the 

schools, through questionnaire. 

2. Risks:

mailto:chikezieuzuegbunam@gmail.com
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The researcher does not foresee any physical, psychological or social harm to participants that 

might result from or occur in the course of the research. However, the researcher would 

ensure that no physical or emotional harm is brought to the children throughout the research 

and would ultimately hope to treat each child as a subject and not a mere object of research. 

Care will be taken to consciously ensure that no child in the study frame is intentionally 

excluded from participation.  

3. Benefits:

The research will be beneficial to the participants (the children) in the sense that participation 

in the research will offer them opportunity to be exposed to some interesting aspects of their 

use of digital technologies which may have been taken-for-granted before now. Secondly, 

participation in the research may in some ways be a thing of satisfaction for the students as 

the experience and insight gained may prove beneficial in the future. 

• I agree to participate in this research project.

• I have read this consent form and the information it contains and had the opportunity to ask

questions about it.

• I agree to my responses being used for research on condition that my privacy is respected,

subject to the following:

o Will be used in aggregate form only (only as part of collected data), so that I will not

be personally identifiable (identity anonymous in research project and archived

transcriptions of data).

• I understand that I am under no obligation to take part in this project.

• I understand that I have the right to withdraw from this project at any stage.

Signature of participant: ________________________________________ 

Signature of Parent/Guardian (if participant is under 18 years of 

age):_________________________________________________________ 

Name of Parent/Guardian:_______________________________________ 

Signature of person(s) who sought consent:___________________________ 

Name of person(s) who sought consent:  ______________ 

Date:______________ 
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Appendix 3: Interview Guide for Focus Group Discussion 

GUIDE FOR THE FOCUS GROUP DISCUSSION 

Section 1 – Introduction 

Familiarisation between myself and my participants – introduce myself to them and allow 

each person to introduce themselves. Have some ice-breaking exercises, keep them relaxed 

and at ease. As the moderator, I inform everyone again of the purpose of the discussion and 

basically what the study is about. I spell out the modalities and briefly reiterate the ethical 

guidelines. I assign numbers (not names) to participants. Before anyone makes a contribution, 

they must first say their number for easy identification when the discussion is transcribed. 

Their names are not required and this is indicative that the research would protect 

participants’ identity. 

Section II - access (to), preference (to) and perception of digital technologies (estimated 

time: 15 mins) 

The aim of this segment is to find out whether the children access digital technologies 

(mobile phones, computers, social media, the Internet, video games – as defined in the 

proposal), and the extent to which they have this access. In this part, it will be probed the 

dominant digital gadgets or technologies they most easily access, the reason for this, through 

whom and how often. Questions will also be asked about their perception (of) and preference 

to digital technologies as juxtaposed with mainstream media. 

Specific questions: 

• Which of the following digital technologies do you make use of & why—mobile

phones, computers, social media, the Internet, video games?

• When was the last time you used it?

• Which one do you use all the time, more than others—like your favourite?

• Through whom do you have access to your favourite technology & why – parents,

teachers, peers, neighbours, etc?
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• What do you think or feel about these technologies such as mobile phones, computers,

the Internet, games? Paraphrase: do you see them as good, bad, beneficial, non-

beneficial, what?

• Do you prefer the new digital media to traditional modern media such as TV, radio,

newspaper and magazine? Probe for reasons.

Section III – uses, impacts and significant outcomes in everyday life (estimated time: 10 

mins) 

The goal of this part will be to explore the many ways in which the earlier determined access 

to digital technologies translates to impact in everyday life of the children. Here, questions 

will be posed on whether the use of these technologies satisfies any particular everyday needs 

and gratifications of the children. Attention will also focus on any significant outcomes such 

as education, social interaction/socialisation, and entertainment, derivable from their 

engagement with these technologies. 

Specific questions: 

• Do you think of digital technologies as necessary or important to your everyday living

as a child?

• Are there particular needs that any or a combination of these technologies satisfy in

your life?

• Can you live without these digital technologies? Probe for reasons.

• Do you derive joy in using any of these digital media and why is this so?

Section IV – role of intervening/mediating actors (estimated time: 10 mins) 

The purpose of this section is to see how some important actors or people intersect with the 

children’s experience and engagement with technology. Here, it will be explored the role (if 

any) of parents, schools, peers, older adults or socio-cultural factors in their environment, in 

deepening or challenging their new media experiences. Questions will dwell on how each of 

the aforementioned actors help (or otherwise) in mediating children’s engagement with 

digital technologies.  

Specific questions: 

• Which of the following mostly support your exposure to and use of digital media

technologies – parents, schools, peers, older adults? Probe for reasons
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• Which of the following mostly oppose or challenge your exposure to and use of

digital media technologies – parents, schools, peers, older adults? Probe for reasons

• What can you say about your parents, schools, peers, older adults in your experience

with technology? Do they play any role in helping or not helping to support your new

media experience?

Section V - kinds of agency that digital technologies afford the children in the 

negotiation of their identities (estimated time: 10 mins) 

Agency here is understood as independent capability, choice and control available to the 

children as a result of their experience with digital technologies such as mobile phones, 

computers, social media, the Internet and video games. The aim of this part of the discussion 

will be to engage the children in discussion about the sort of capabilities or controls or 

powers digital technologies may be affording them in the process of identity negotiation and 

in coping with life as children in the 21st century.  

Specific questions: 

• Do you think digital technologies give you some sort of power or control?

• Whenever you use any of these new media techs, how would you describe your

innermost personal feelings at those times?

• Do you feel in charge (of your life or your environment) when you use any or a

combination of these technologies?

• Are you defined in any way by the sort of digital technology you use? What about

your friends—how do they see you, and vice versa?

• Do you consider your use of digital techs as helping/supporting you to cope with life

as a child?

• Do you see digital technologies as something that goes beyond just play tools? In

what ways?

Estimated total time – 40 to 55 minutes 

Closing – wrap up, summary of discussion by moderator, light refreshment and vote of 

thanks. 
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Appendix 4: Survey Questionnaire 

SURVEY QUESTIONNAIRE FOR CHILDREN (13 – 18 years) 

Hello, my name is Chikezie Uzuegbunam. I am a researcher, studying at the above 

institution. The aim of my research is to find out the opinions of children between ages 13 

and 18 as it relates to their experiences with mobile phones. Please answer the following 

questions, even if you do not have a mobile phone of your own. Just tick () or circle © the 

option that best describes your answer. Please note that it is not compulsory that you 

participate in this exercise. Feel free to refuse if you are not comfortable filling the 

questionnaire. Thank you. 

PART A: OWNERSHIP AND USE OF MOBILE PHONES 

1. Do you have a mobile phone?

(a) Yes, I do

(b) No, I don’t

• If you do not have a mobile phone, please jump to numbers 5, 10, 11 and Part B.

2. Does your phone browse the Internet?

(a) Yes, it does

(b) No, it doesn’t

3. Tick () in the right space in connection to how often you use your mobile

phone:

All 

the 

time 

Once 

in a 

while 

None 

at all 

Once 

in a 

week 

Once 

in a 

month 

Once 

in a 

few 

months 

To call people 

To text/receive messages from people 

To download/play music 

To Google information/services on the Internet 

To visit Social Networks (Facebook, WhatsApp) 
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To chat with people 

To take pictures 

To play games 

To do school work (assignments etc) 

To wake you up (Alarm) 

4. What type of phone do you have? Indicate the brand and model name. For

example: Tecno C9, Infinix Hot Note, etc.

5. If you do not have a mobile phone of your own, whose phone do you usually

make use of?

(a) Parents or Guardians

(b) Siblings

(c) Neighbours

(d) Friends

(e) Older relatives

(f) Teachers

(g) No one

6. Have you ever come to school with your mobile phone?

(a) Yes, I have

(b) No, I have never

7. If you have a mobile phone, who purchased the phone for you?

(a) Yourself

(b) Parents or Guardians

(c) Older sibling

(d) An uncle/an aunt

(e) Grandparent

(f) A friend

8. Who buys airtime or browsing data for you? You can select more than one option

(a) Yourself

(b) Your parents/guardians

(c) Uncles/aunts
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(d) Grandparents

(e) Friends

(f) Teachers

(g) Sibling

9. In your opinion, at what age do you feel children should be allowed to have/use a

mobile phone?

(a) Less than 9 years

(b) 10 – 13 years

(c) 14 – 18 years

(d) 19 years and above

10. In your opinion, do you feel it is okay if children used mobile phones in school?

(a) Yes, I do

(b) No, I don’t

(c) I can’t say

11. How long do you use your mobile phone whenever you get a chance to use it?

(a) Less than 1 hour

(b) 1 hour

(c) 2 – 5 hours

(d) Above 5 hours

PART B: DEMOGRAPHIC DETAILS 

Are you male or female? _________________ What’s your age? _________________    

Your Class: _________________ Name of your School: _________________ 

The town in which your school is located: _________________ 




