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1 Introduction 

Mobile Internet is a relatively new innovation. Many see mobile Internet as a way of providing for those who cannot afford the 
traditional means of accessing the Internet (Internat onal Telecommunications Union 2004). Although much research has been 
conducted on the adoption of related technologies such as mobile phone and m-commerce, little focus has been placed on mobile 
Internet. This is particularly true for South Afr ca (SA). There is, therefore, a lack of understanding on how and why people use the 
technology. The purpose of this research, therefore, was to investigate how and why people use mobile Internet. This study focused
on the SA market.  

The top c for the study required the authors to define the term 'mobile Internet'. Mobile Internet can best be described as a means 
of 'wireless access to the dig tized contents of the Internet via mobile phones' (Chae and Kim 2003). When the Internet is accessed,
a request is sent by an Internet browser to a Web server, wh ch responds by sending the informat on to display on a screen (Beal 
2006). Since vo ce calls and SMSs do not query Web servers, they cannot be classified as mobile Internet. There are four main 
ways of using mobile Internet: e-mail, access to general information, instant messaging serv ces, vo ce-over-Internet-protocol. 

Mobile phones offer a w de variety of functional ty, however, this research was only confined to mobile Internet funct onality. This 
included use of the mobile Internet for communicat on, entertainment and information purposes. It specifically excluded m-
commerce as this is a top c on its own. In add t on, the focus was on mobile Internet access that is provided by mobile phones and 
not other mobile devices such as PDAs. This limitation allows for the words 'mobile' and 'cell phone' to be used interchangeably. 

Uses and gratification (U&G) was used as the underpinning theoret cal framework for the study. U&G allows for investigating the 
motivat ons for consumption of media products. It is noted that there is a dearth of U&G studies focusing on mobile Internet. The 
research instrument for the study was therefore based on U&G studies on related technologies such as trad t onal Internet as well 
as mobile phones. This allowed an investigation into the gratifications obtained from using mobile Internet and the intersection of 
motivat ons for using the traditional Internet and those from using mobile telephony. 

Based on the literature, this study sought to answer the following quest ons: 

For what purposes do people use mobile Internet?  
What gratif cations are received from the use of mobile Internet?  
Are there any part cular motivations in South African mobile Internet users that are different from those identified in previous
studies conducted elsewhere?  

To answer these questions, this study investigated the mobile Internet use experiences of University of Cape Town (UCT) students. 

This research is valuable to various mobile phone market stakeholders. Manufacturers generally produce mobile phones based on 
their perception of what the general user may desire. According to Gilham and Van Belle (2005), a clear understanding of cell 
phone users' motivations is lacking. By better understanding the U&Gs provided by mobile Internet, manufacturers will obtain a 
good idea of the needs of South Afr can consumers. This would enable them to design mobile phones that better meet these needs 
and enhance the features most desired by customers. It is hoped that service prov ders in the mobile market would also find this 
research useful.  
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foreign students indicated that MTN's internat onal calls were lower than that of its compet tors. 

It was noted that some respondents subscribed to multiple networks. Customers subscribe to multiple MNOs in order to take 
advantage of the pricing systems: In some instances, t is cheaper to call a number w thin the same network. So the different 
numbers are used to call contacts on the respective networks. In addition, some of the MNOs occasionally run offers for free calls 
within their network; respondents indicated an interest in taking advantage of the various offers. Customers with multiple 
subscriptions didn't necessarily have multiple phones, they simply had different subscriber identity module (Sim) cards wh ch they 
swapped on the same hand set. However, some of the respondents had multiple handsets which were tied to different networks. 
Owning of multiple handsets was also reported in studies among the youth in other parts of the global (Ogunyeni 2006; Wilska 
2003).  

Consistent with the literature, prepa d plans were more popular than fixed contracts. Thirteen of the 17 respondents had prepa d 
plans. The remaining four had purchased their mobile phones on a fixed contract. In add t on most contracts had the option to top 
up, thus making them function partially as prepaid plans. 

Of the 17 respondents, eight were responsible for their own payments. The bills of the remaining four were pa d by their parents or 
older siblings. This seemed to influence their usage to an extent. Generally a respondent used mobile Internet more if someone 
other than themselves was responsible for payment. This is captured by the following statement from one of the respondents: 'I 
don't pay it, so I don't care'  

This was not the case for all respondents however. One respondent claimed that the fact that someone other than himself pa d the 
account limited his usage. 

5.2 General findings: mobile Internet 

This study found no difference in mobile Internet usage based on gender, age or programme of study. Respondents' frequency and 
usage patterns were much the same. Existing research is not conclusive on the impact of gender on mobile technology usage. A 
study of mobile telephone use among Norwegian teenagers pointed to gender-related differences in the use of mobile telephony 
(Ling 2001); this is in line with earlier U&G studies on the telephone (Dimmick et al. 1994; Noble 1987; O'Keefe and Sulanowski 
1995). On the other hand, DeBaillon and Rockwell (2005) as well as Ogunyemi (2006) found no significant difference between the 
genders in having a mobile phone: male respondents use mobile Internet as much as females and for the same motivation. It can 
be argued, therefore, that as the technology is maturing, the impact of gender on technology use diminishes. One of the female 
respondents sa d: 

'There isn't much technology in a cell phone. It's just like any other household equipment … like using a vacuum 
cleaner or a toaster.'  

The major ty of respondents had no Internet access at home and mobile Internet was the only access they had off campus. Two 
respondents had Internet access at home via HSDPA and broadband. These two still used mobile Internet; one of the two 
respondents believed that mobile Internet was faster than HSDPA, the other found mobile Internet more convenient.  

One of the respondents hinted that the convenience of the mobile Internet is that it does not require one to apply for a service from 
an Internet provider. 

'You can get started whenever you want to, if you don't want to use t you simply leave it. I like that freedom'  

Almost all respondents believed that mobile Internet is positive and had made a signif cant difference to their lives. The statements 
below reflect the responses: 

'It's there, part of life....like a finger.'  
'[Mobile Internet] makes life simpler.'  
'Mobile Internet is probably the best thing that's come out on cell phones so far.'  
'It's the future man. You got the Internet in your hand.' 

5.3 Uses and gratifications of mobile Internet  

5.3.1 Process motivations  

Financial incentive 
Financial incentives for using mobile Internet were noted in comparison to both using trad t onal forms of accessing the Internet and
to other forms of contacting people via the mobile phone. The majority of respondents believed that mobile Internet was cheaper 
and more affordable than alternative Internet access methods such as dial-up connection or Internet cafés. The major ty of 
respondents preferred mobile Internet to Internet cafés as a medium of Internet access off campus, mainly because they believed 
that Internet cafés are more expensive. The financial advantage of mobile Internet over cafés is its divisibility. The minimum time 
charged for in a café is e ther 15 or 30 minutes. That would be costly for simple and quick tasks like checking e-mail. As one 
respondent put t:  

'… it's way better than going to a café … because at the café you can't find a cheaper one like five minutes [or] 10 
minutes; ... but just going to Yahoo, Google you can't spend like close to six minutes.' 

Respondents ind cated that they only used cafés if they would like to print documents or to access their university examination 
results since it was difficult to interact with and read the page via mobile Internet. One respondent would consider using Internet 
cafés only'if in a remote area' where there was no mobile phone coverage. Only one respondent indicated they preferred an 
Internet café as they liked 'the feel of the machine' and does not believe that mobile Internet is 'real enough'. However, this was an 
except on.  

Mobile Internet was seen as more affordable than sending SMS or calling. The majority of respondents stated that they preferred to 
chat online rather than to send an SMS or to call. Chatting 'just costs a few cents'. A respondent sent free SMSs from the Internet 
via a mobile phone. 

'You see, I may spend 80 Cents to send SMS ordinarily, but if I use the cell phone to send SMS, I just go to Vodacom 
Website and send an SMS and spend 1 or 2 cents to send the same SMS ... So it's cheaper ... Many people also use 
this method.'  

One of the internat onal students also sent Web-based free SMSs to family and friends back home in Mauritius. 

'… so I log onto a Website, it's a cell phone provider's website from Mauritius … and I send an SMS to Maur tius.. . It's 
free … am paying like 2 cents just for connection from the cell phone to the Internet.' 

Mobility, convenience and immediacy 
Mobility and convenience are main motivators for the use of mobile Internet. Almost all respondents indicated that the convenience 
and mobility of mobile Internet appealed to them, making it the main motivator for using mobile Internet. When respondents were 
asked: 'What do you like most about mobile Internet?' the most common response was 'convenience and mobility' and that'you can 

  



do it anywhere at any time'. Here are some of their comments:  

'Cause I don't have a computer, I think the mobile one is very mobile, like go there all the time, any minute I wanna 
use it, so I think the mobile phone one is very good.' 
'It [mobile Internet] helps out with time management and convenience … things are more accessible now than before, 
like information, if I do need it, I can be like anywhere and be able to get information.'  
'With me t's convenience. It's cheaper, It's I think 12 cents, rather than driving to campus or to an Internet café. And 
if am on holiday, t's easier for me to check my mail rather than coming all the way here. I mean it's cheaper.'  

This characterist c of mobile Internet is inherent and un que and is what differentiates mobile Internet from more trad t onal access 
methods. 

Time management 
The issue of time management was addressed from two angles: (a) the impact of mobile Internet on time management; and (b) 
the use of online calendars and organizers. There were mixed responses regarding the impact of mobile Internet on efficiency. For 
some, mobile Internet prov ded them with the ability to download academic materials and access e-mail spontaneously, thereby 
resulting in greater eff ciency. A respondent noted that before going to campus to download course material from the Website, they 
first checked via mobile Internet whether the material was available; thus avo ding wasting time. The main argument against the 
role of mobile Internet in saving time was that it takes up time that could be better utilized and hence does not make the users 
more efficient. It can therefore be sa d that there was no conclusive ev dence that mobile Internet helped the respondents to 
manage time more efficiently. 

The use of online calendars and organizers was not common among the respondents. The majority preferred, instead, using the 
calendar on their phones. Only one respondent used the university online organizer via a mobile phone. 

Fashion or status or image 
Almost all the respondents believed that it was trendy and fashionable to have and to use an Internet enabled phone. Half of the 
respondents d d not agree that an Internet enabled phone elevates their status or image in any way. They perceived Internet 
enabled phones to be more of a norm and standard on phones than a distinguishing factor. The other half believed that an Internet-
enabled phone elevated their image and status. They believed that it is the 'in thing', keeps the user 'in touch with the generation' 
and they would be 'embarrassed' if they did not have the functionality.  

Almost all respondents selected their phone specifically because it had Internet functionality. The main motivat on for the cho ce 
was to gain access to online chat and e-mail funct onality. One respondent, however, expressed that they chose an Internet-
enabled phone 'not because I want it but because I just need to have it. Else, what's the point?' Furthermore, many respondents 
adm tted that peer pressure was an important factor in selecting an Internet-enabled phone. 

Accessing e-mail 
Ten of the respondents used mobile Internet to access e-mail. According to the respondents, this was a cr t cal use of mobile 
Internet. They checked their e-mail at least once a day when off campus. They claimed that being able to check their e-mail 
spontaneously made them more eff cient. 

Those who didn't use the mobile Internet to access e-mail ind cated that they would like to use the functional ty but couldn't due to 
ts complexity. Many of them d dn't know how e-mail on the mobile phones work. One respondent stated that it was extremely 
difficult to set up e-mail on a mobile phone and just as difficult to use t. The respondent also found it slow and prefers accessing e-
mail from a home personal computer (PC). The respondent also expressed that it was easier to read on the big screen of a PC. 
Difficulty in downloading e-mail attachments was also cited as a hindrance in using mobile Internet for accessing e-mail. 

Search capability or general browsing or surfing  
This was a recurring theme across the interviews. Generally, respondents browse or surf when they were bored or wanted to waste 
time. In traditional Internet use, the process dimension of Internet gratification usually involved a large search component (Stafford
et al. 2004). The findings also show that searching was popular among mobile Internet users. However, the findings of this study 
show that most of the searches were short, such as word defin t ons as illustrated by one respondent:  

'If you have a word or something you wanna find out that you don't know… it's very easy to … "Google define" it gives 
you quite a good explanat on. It's very useful on your cell phone 'course t's obv ously on the go when you don't have 
always a computer with you, so I found that very useful as well.' 

Parental contact 
The use of mobile Internet to keep in touch w th parents was not common. Only three of the respondents indicated that they used 
the mobile phones to e-mail their parents. One respondent indicated that he communicated w th his father via SMSs through mobile
Internet and also indicated that he chats with the father using Opera Mini. However, none of the respondents used mobile Internet 
to chat w th their parents. In fact, they were horrified at the very idea of chatting w th parents online. The reason cited was that 
online chatting was not considered an appropriate communicat on channel for parents. They instead preferred using the more 
traditional features of mobile phones (such as sending SMS or calling) to contact parents. However, respondents used mobile 
Internet to chat w th relatives within the same age group. 

Dependency 
Previous studies showed that dependency is a key motivator in mobile phones usage. The findings of this study confirm this. Nine of
respondents indicated that they would feel disadvantaged and disconnected without mobile Internet. However, only five sa d they 
are reliant and dependent on mobile Internet. Most respondents used mobile Internet everyday and in some cases 'buy airtime just 
to access the net'. Some respondents admitted to using mobile Internet many times a day and for long periods of time; up to five 
hours. One respondent declared that he 'can't do w thout t'. Another indicated that t would be diff cult without mobile Internet 
because it 'has become a routine'. This may ind cate a general sense of dependency. 

However, while all acknowledged that they would feel disconnected without mobile Internet; very few suggested that they were 
add cted to mobile Internet. Nevertheless, a strong sense of dependency was apparent among the respondents. 

5.3.2 Content motivations  
All respondents ind cated that they used mobile Internet to seek information. The types of information sought differed. 

General browsing 
Mostly, respondents used mobile Internet for general browsing and research purposes. Respondents indicated that they browse for 
information if they need to or they were bored. Informat on sought included material for their assignments or projects, specific 
information such as the meaning of words, or just checking the weather. This is illustrated by the following statements:  

'[I use it] mainly to check up weather report.'  
'At one point I had to search, I didn't know the meaning of some words.'  
'When you go to Vula searching … like for an assignment for example then you go and Google for it and you get t'. 

Sports Webs tes were also popular especially among the male respondents. One of the respondents indicated that he regularly 
checks cr cket news. Another respondent said: 

'… if there is a soccer match playing … I go to some Webs te to check the live scores, what's happening. I refresh that 

  



page quite a lot of times to see what's happening, how the score are updating.'  

One respondent regularly checks financial markets for his father and then phones him with the details. 

Education or learning 
The most common use of mobile Internet for educational purposes is downloading lecture notes and other academic information. 
Much emphasis was placed on the importance of being able to download course notes. One respondent stated that they would be 
'lost without t'. Another respondent expressed the need to download notes but faces difficulty in doing so as he cannot access the 
UCT Website. As one respondent explained, students download the notes from the respective course Web pages to their mobile 
phones, the documents are then transferred to a computer; in essence using the mobile phone as an intermediary device.  

One respondent used the mobile Internet to access the univers ty library site, reserve and renew books, and check if ordered books 
had arrived. This can be classified as the use of the Internet to perform academic supportive activities.  

Some respondents mentioned difficulty in accessing the university Website, part cularly to check their examination results. This is 
due to compatibility issues; some mobile browsers are not able to download certain pages. Two respondents indicated they 
downloaded Opera Mini, a mobile phone Web browser that displays almost any Web page, including the university's Website. 

Research or knowledge 
The major ty of respondents used mobile Internet for research purposes; this was usually related to academic work. This was one of
the main uses of mobile Internet and in some cases the only reason some respondents used mobile Internet. 

Entertainment 
Respondents ind cated that they used mobile Internet for entertainment purposes. Entertainment material mostly downloaded by 
respondents included ring-tones, mus c and wallpapers or pictures. Less downloaded material included themes, games and v deo 
clips. Some respondents d d not download any entertainment material mainly because of the high costs. These respondents were 
aware that there are free s tes but did not know them. Another reason expressed by one respondent was that 'the qual ty [of 
materials from free sites] is not that great'. Another respondent also ind cated that he plays games online. 

5.3.3 Social motivations 

Online chatting 
Online chatting emerged as the main motivator for mobile Internet use among the respondents. Fourteen of the respondents used 
online chat serv ces. Most of the respondents acquired an Internet-enabled mobile phone specif cally for this reason.  

Respondents expressed their preference for online chatting over SMS or calling. According to the respondents, this is primarily 
because chatting is a much cheaper alternative; and it is perceived to be more uninterrupted and yields an instant response. Some 
respondents also claimed that the chatting service is simple and easy to use. 

The most popular chatting service among the respondents was MXit, a popular SA mobile instant messaging service. Most of the 
respondents chatted many times a day, every day for anything from three to five hours at a time. One of the respondents ind cated 
that: 

'I log in [MX t] like during the night not just all the time but I don't sleep without going to MXit'.  

In response to the question of how often they used Internet chat room services, one respondent said: 

'Oh God! Do you wanna know how many hours a day?…everyday defin tely… probably around 4h00 or 5h00'.  

Four respondents didn't chat online. Two of the respondents indicated that they d dn't chat because they find MXit difficult to use. 
One respondent sa d: 

'I no longer use it … [because] everybody started using t and they are using t for wrong reasons so I think I am not 
in that category ... I used to use t because I wanted to commun cate with my friends because it is cheaper, but now 
when people see you there they associate you with wrong things thinking you participate in such things. So no, I 
stopped; I don't want to be part of that.' 

The 'wrong things' in the quotat on is making reference to the negative publicity MXit has had in the local media (Chigona and 
Chigona 2008). According to the existing l terature, there is limited evidence in support of a social motivation such as chatting. The 
findings of this study show that chatting is perhaps the most popular use of mobile Internet among the SA youth. 

Maintaining relationships 
Related to chatting are the motivations of maintaining friendships and interactions. The respondents chatted online mainly to keep 
in contact with friends. Most respondents saw chatting as a 'good way of communicating' w th friends. Respondents claimed that 
chatting allows them to maintain and build relationships with friends. Many stated that these services allow them to chat to friends 
who are not in the same city or who they don't see often. 

Avoidance or escape 
Eight respondents ind cated that they used mobile Internet, in particular online chatting, to avoid direct contact with people. The 
respondents claimed that they d d this because it was much easier to confront people w thout having to directly face them. The 
respondents also indicated that they used mobile Internet as a means of escape. They sometimes did this because they '[didn't] 
feel like talking'. This finding is in accordance with the literature.  

6. Discussion  

6.1 Uses and gratifications of mobile Internet  

The study confirmed that there are process, content as well as social motivations for using mobile Internet. Other than time 
management and parental contact, all the other factors were confirmed.  

6.1.1 Process motivations  
From the earlier U&G research on the television to the more recent ones on the Internet and mobile technologies, process 
motivat ons have always been the key motivators in the use of those technologies (Aoki and Downes 2003; Gillenson and Stafford 
2004; Leung and Wei 2000; Rubin 1981). The findings of this study confirm the literature to an extent. There is strong evidence of 
dependency, convenience, mobility, financial incentive and 'Googling'orsearch as process motivat ons among mobile Internet users. 
No strong evidence was found to ind cate that parental contact is a motivator among the respondents.  

There is also inconsistency about fash on or status as a gratif cation for some users. Most of the respondents believed that it is 
fashionable to have an Internet-enabled phone, but this does not affect status in any way. Similarly, there was a degree of 
inconsistency regarding time management and information access or e-mail as motivators, thus making it difficult to confirm or 
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refute fashion or status, time management and e-mail as motivators. However, if the negative issues surrounding e-mail could be 
addressed, t is likely that it would be an important motivator. 

6.1.2 Content motivations  
This study confirms the literature that content motivations are important in Internet usage (Aoki and Downes 2003; Gillenson and 
Stafford 2004; Leung and Wei 2000; Rubin 1981; Stafford et al. 2004). There is clear indicat on that content-based motivations 
exist for mobile Internet use. 

However, contrary to the results obtained in this study, Stafford et al. (2004) reported that the most notable distinction in their 
exploratory analysis of Internet-based mobile device U&G, as compared to trad t onal Internet use, is the lack of any specific 
content-based motivation for device use. They conceded, though, that such contrasting findings may be due to their sample 
consisting of executive MBA students who were more business driven.  

These motivat ons appear to be related to some process motivations. Further studies will be required to measure such relat onships 
and the degree to wh ch the content motivations are related to process motivations. 

6.1.3 Social motivations  
Recent studies provide lim ted evidence in support of a third and distinct social gratification for Internet use (Stafford and Stafford 
1998 2001 c ted by Stafford et al. 2004). Stafford et al. (2004) validated this emerging type of Internet gratification. This study 
found the existence of social gratifications in mobile Internet use. In line with the l terature, this study showed that there was 
undoubtedly a social dimens on to mobile Internet use, at least among university students. In fact, it may have been the strongest 
of the three motivat ons.  

While no revisions to the list of the existing social motivators are necessary, further studies are required to determine the degree to 
which the social motivations relate to, or depend on, process and content motivations. 

6.2 Summary of implications  
The findings of this study confirmed the motivat ons that had been dentified in other U&G studies in other parts of the world. Not 
only did this study confirm the existence of social motivations in mobile Internet, it also ind cated that these motivations could be 
just as important as process motivations.  

There is a need to further investigate the relat onship between these motivat ons. For instance, dependency was identified as a 
main motivator in almost all respondents. Desp te being a process motivator, dependency is, in more cases, related to chatting. 
Respondents were dependent on mobile Internet partly because they wanted to chat online. A large portion of respondents' time 
online was spent chatting. Another important factor is the use of search engines. Although Stafford et al. (2004) categorized search 
engines as Internet functionality and therefore a process motivator, it appears that the use of search engineswas rather for specif c 
knowledge or information seeking purposes, thus leading to t being an important content motivator too. 

One of the propositions of this study was that the U&Gs for mobile Internet are, in fact, an intersection of U&Gs for tradit onal 
Internet and the U&Gs of mobile phone. This preposition has been confirmed. Mobile Internet U&G are predominantly derived from 
mobile phone gratif cat ons and Internet gratifications. Figure 1 illustrates this intersect on of motivations. 

Figure 1 Intersect on of mobile phone, traditional Internet and mobile Internet motivations  

 

7 Conclusion and recommendations for future research  

There has been a significant increase in the diffus on of cell phones in SA and much of the world. Cell phone technology has 
advanced rapidly and continues to do so. The cell phone has become one of the most important communication, social, business 
and entertainment devices of the 21st century. The purpose of this study was to understand mobile Internet in the SA context. U&G 
framework was used to dentify how and why people use mobile Internet. 

There is a large degree of consistency between the motivat ons identified in this study on the one hand and those dentified in 
previous U&G studies on newer technologies. The findings confirm the existence of process and content motivations among mobile 
Internet users. In add t on, the study found much evidence to support the contended theory that social motivat ons exist for mobile 
Internet use. In fact, social motivators, such as online chatting, were the strongest of the three.  

It also emerged that mobile Internet was the preferred medium of Internet access and in some cases; it was the only medium 
available. This leads to the belief that mobile Internet is a very likely tool that can be used to br dge the dig tal divide in SA by 
providing Internet technologies to disadvantaged people.  

Finally, this study showed that mobile Internet was being widely used and was the preferred Internet access medium among 
respondents. Thus, there is evidence to support the theory that mobile Internet can narrow the domest c dig tal divide. However, 
the sample was too small to generalize these findings. Perhaps, research can be conducted to val date this theory further. It would 
be interesting to investigate the penetration rate of mobile Internet in rural areas, as these areas are perhaps the most 
disadvantaged in Internet access. 
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