
EJISDC (2011) 49, 5, 1-14 

The Electronic Journal on Information Systems in Developing Countries 
http://www.ejisdc.org 

1

USES, BENEFITS AND CHALLENGES OF PUBLIC ACCESS POINTS IN THE FACE 

OF GROWTH OF MOBILE TECHNOLOGY 
 
 

Wallace Chigona 
Department of Information Systems 

University of Cape Town  
South Africa 

Wallace.chigona@uct.ac.za  

Ofentse Lekwane 
Department of Information Systems 

University of Cape Town  
South Africa 

olekwane@gmail.com  
 

Kim Westcott 
Department of Information Systems 

University of Cape Town  
South Africa 

kimwestcott@gmail.com  

Agnes Chigona 
School of Education 

Cape Peninsula University of Technology  
South Africa 

chigonaa@cput.ac.za  
 
ABSTRACT 
For over two decades, the use of shared Information and Communication Technology (ICT) 
access has been promoted as a mode for promoting access to technology, especially in 
developing countries, hence minimising the effects of the digital divide on those on the 
wrong side of the divide. Recent discourse on the momentous diffusion of mobile telephony 
in developing countries has questioned the rationale of promoting fixed shared access, since 
people are bound to prefer mobile phones over shared access points. This paper seeks to 
empirically explore the use of shared access points in the wake of the increasing diffusion 
and usage of mobile technology. We explored the actual use of shared computing facilities, 
the benefits users accrue from using the facilities and the challenges they face in using and in 
gaining benefits. We used a case study of a shared facility in a disadvantaged community in 
Cape Town. The study noted that the demand for the shared facilities is still high. We noted 
that the center is used for both instrumental and hedonic purposes. It was also noted that there 
are economic, social and psychological benefits from using the facilities. However, it was 
noted that use of the facilities is beset by a number of challenges which limit use and benefits 
from the usage. The paper also noted the strategies users employ to overcome the challenges. 
 
Keywords: telecenter, benefits, challenges, disadvantaged communities, South Africa. 
 
1 INTRODUCTION 
For a long time it was accepted that most communities in developing countries cannot afford 
personal access to Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs). Without any 
intervention, these communities would be condemned to being on the wrong side of the 
digital divide and to suffer from the effects of lack of access. For the past two decades, 
communal access to technology such as telecentres has been perceived as an antidote to this 
challenge (Parkinson & Ramirez, 2006; Rega, 2010). Recent developments in mobile 
technology have cast doubts on the rationality of using communal access in developing 
countries. Recent studies have shown a large and growing diffusion of mobile technology in 
the developing countries; many claim, therefore, that the majority of users will be satisfying 
their ICT access needs using the mobile technology. In the midst of that discourse, it is 
imperative to ask what benefits communal access would provide and is providing to 
disadvantaged communities. In other words, is it still prudent to invest in communal access 
points? Such a study makes an important practical contribution to the area of use of ICT for 
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development, by contributing towards literature that would serve to inform decisions on how 
best to invest in technologies for development. 

The use of shared facilities as an antidote to problems of access for disadvantaged 
communities is not new. Such facilities have been around for over two decades (Rega, 2010). 
However, the question remains: are the disadvantaged communities really benefiting from the 
facilities? If not, what are the challenges? In this study we use a case study of Smart Cape, a 
public access point located in a disadvantaged community in Cape Town, South Africa. We 
seek to understand the use, the actual benefits communities are realising from the use, as well 
as the challenges faced by both the users and non-users of the commodity. This type of study 
will serve to inform the implementation of similar ICT-based community development 
initiatives.  

The premise of this study is, therefore, to understand the benefits disadvantaged 
communities are deriving from shared access facilities, as well as the challenges they face in 
realising the benefits. The main question this study is trying to address is: What challenges do 
the disadvantaged communities face when deriving the actual benefits of the shared access 
projects? To answer the question, we employed a qualitative research approach in order to 
explore the experiences of the users and non-users of the Smart Cape facilities. 

The selection of South Africa as a case for the study is important. South Africa has 
one of the leading mobile telephone diffusions in Africa (van Belle, Koegelenberg & Rai, 
2010); at the same time the government of South Africa continues to invest in communal 
access projects. This affords us an opportunity to explore how communities interact with and 
make choices between different modes of access.  
 
2 SHARED COMPUTER FACILITIES: OVERVIEW 
There are different forms of shared access programmes, the common form being telecentres. 
Such facilities serve as information hubs providing learning systems – community, national 
and global economic enhancement services, as well as support systems that facilitate socio-
economic sustainability within the community (Ernberg, 2001; Lewis, 2005; Ariyabandu, 
2009). The services offered by the facilities range from computer-related services (such as 
access to internet, e-mails, government information, computer training and e-learning) to 
other ICT services e.g. phone, fax, scanning, binding and laminating (Gomez et al., 1999; 
Rao, 2008). While many shared access facilities offer their services at a low cost, some (such 
as the Smart Cape) provide their services free of charge. The idea is to incentivise users to 
utilise these services, particularly in disadvantaged communities (McCornell, 2001; Rao, 
2008). 

The proponents of public access emphasise the macro level benefits, previously 
restricted, that could be gained from these centres e.g. the potential to enhance quality of life, 
the reduction of social exclusion, increased access to education and commercial products, and 
better access to information silos on the internet (Gomez et al., 1999; Chigona & Mbhele, 
2008). Other benefits outlined in literature include increased literacy, socio-economic 
advancement, and poverty alleviation (Oestmann & Dymond, 2001). Interestingly, few 
studies have actually validated the elicitation of these benefits from the use of telecentres. As 
a result, these benefits appear vague. One of the challenges in assessing the benefits of such 
facilities is the complexity of such an exercise. 

Further, several studies have noted that such facilities are failing to meet their goals. 
For example, the extent of the digital divide has not changed between 2002 and 2007, 
regardless of the significant improvement in ICT development in developing countries. It has 
also been noted that most telecentres fail to be self-sustaining and close down after the 
funding from donors has ceased (Benjamin & Dahms, 1999). Dragon (2001) noted that only 
one out of every 100 telecentres is useful in addressing community issues such as 
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development and social change. This is because telecentres have been bedevilled by a myriad 
of challenges. 

Unlike the benefits, the challenges have been well researched at a microscopic level, 
and have been more tangibly identified. For example, findings show that the mere provision 
of technology, infrastructure and the internet are not sufficient to make telecentres work for 
the poor (Oestmann & Dymond, 2001; Roman & Colle, 2002a). This is because having 
physical access to ICT services does not automatically translate to usage and usage does not 
necessarily mean benefits (Warschauer, 2003). User dependent factors such as computer 
literacy, general anxiety towards computers and distance of the centres from homes, pose 
challenges to telecentre adoption (Oestamnn & Dymond, 2001; Gyamfi 2005; Gomez et al., 
1999). Language barriers on both the application and content of the internet are also reported 
to discourage adoption; most content is in English or in other Western languages which the 
majority of residents of the developing countries have not mastered well. Other 
considerations such as the telecentre’s fit into the community are also challenging (Roman & 
Colle, 2002a). Despite the challenges, shared access is deemed to play an important role in 
addressing the digital divide, social exclusion and other socio-economic inequalities.  
 
3. CONTEXT 
3.1 South Africa 
This study is situated in the context of the urban poor in South Africa. The South African 
apartheid policies ended in the early 1990s and 1994 saw the first democratically elected 
government. However, the effects of apartheid on many aspects of life including the 
economic resources, places of residence and other life opportunities are still evident (Du Toit, 
2003). Based on the apartheid racial classification, the South African government classifies 
its population into white, African black and coloured. The level of economic inequalities in 
the country is so large that the former Deputy president Thabo Mbeki described the country 
as having two economies. The first economy experiences economic growth and standards of 
living comparable to those of developing countries, while the second economy, comprised of 
the previously deprived races, comprising of the majority of coloureds and African blacks 
experience various forms of economic and social exclusions arising from poverty (Chigona & 
Mbhele, 2008). 

Presently, close to a decade into the new democracy, most racial groups still reside 
largely in the areas which were designated to them by the apartheid government (Rospabé & 
Selod, 2006). The African black and coloured populations still comprise the majority of those 
staying in the areas which are deemed poor and disadvantaged (Rospabé & Selod, 2006). The 
spatial arrangement of the cities which placed the non-white population furthest from the 
centres of employment made it, and continues to make it, difficult for the non-white 
population to seek and secure employment (Rospabé & Selod, 2006).   

Unemployment is one of the challenges facing South Africa; in the year 2010 the 
unemployment rate was around 25% (National Treasury, 2011). However, the unemployment 
figures are unevenly based, depending on racial groups and places of residence (Rospabé & 
Selod, 2006). For example, in the year 2001, 28% of black South Africans were unemployed 
compared to 4.1% of whites (Statistics SA, 2003). In terms of education, 22.3% of African 
blacks had not been to school compared to 1.4% of whites (ALSA, 2004).  

The sample for the study is drawn from Cape Town, one of the most advanced cities 
in South Africa. The city has a total population of 2.9 million which is broken down as 
follows: coloured 48.13%, African black 31%, white 18.7% and Asian 1.43%. The 
unemployment rate for the city stands at 19.4% (City of Cape Town, 2002; Statistics SA, 
2003); 58.5% of the unemployed are black, 38.1% are coloured, 3.1% are white and 0.5% are 
Asian (Statistics SA, 2003). As in most cities in the country, different residential areas are 
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dominated by different racial groups (based on the apartheid system). The non-white 
population lives mainly in the under-serviced parts of the city. It is estimated that 10% of the 
city population lives in informal settlements (Abbot & Douglas 1999 cited by Huchzermeyer, 
2002). 

A clear dichotomy is also evident in ICT access. Miller (1999) notes that while 90% 
of all whites have telephone in their homes, the figure for African blacks stands at 10%. 
According to South Africa.Info (2003), only 2% of black, coloured and Indian households 
have access to a computer, as opposed to 46% of white households. The government 
recognises the importance of correcting this imbalance (Government of the Republic of South 
Africa, 2002). As a result most of the communal access initiatives have the agenda of 
redressing the past inequalities. 

At the city level, the picture is not very different. According to the 2002 digital divide 
assessment for the Cape Town City Council, the majority of the city’s residents have access 
to telephones,  whether fixed line or cellular (Bridges.org, 2002). However, access to 
computers and internet is limited: over 80% have no access of any sort. A study which did 
not include the disadvantaged residential areas showed that 16% of the residents have access 
to computers at work and 25% at home (Webcheck, 2001 as cited by Bridges.org, 2002). 
With the Khanya project which provides computer technology to schools in the province, an 
increasing number of school-going youth are likely to have access at school as well (Khanya, 
2008). However, as Chigona and Chigona (2010) note, school access is still limited and 
highly controlled. Recent studies, however, show a mobile telephony penetration of 90% 
cover in the urban areas. 

Like most developing countries, the post-apartheid South African has had a number of 
government-funded shared computing initiatives. However, most of these initiatives have not 
been successful (Benjamin & Dahms, 1999). The facility used as a case study is part of the 
Smart Cape Initiative, a City of Cape Town initiative which provides free computer access in 
the public libraries in the city. We selected Smart Cape as a case for this study because the 
initiative offers its services free of charge. We did not want to focus on the lack of access due 
to financial resources - a number of prior studies have already dealt with that factor. 

Although there have been a growing number of studies on shared computing facilities 
in South Africa, there is a limited focus on such facilities in the urban settings. Such studies 
are particularly important considering the high rate of urbanisation in the country (Kok & 
Collinson, 2006). Further, the urban settings in South African are beset with a high degree of 
inequality. Studies such as this one will contribute towards understanding how the use of 
shared computing facilities will contribute towards addressing the challenges faced by the 
urban poor. 
 
3.2  Smart Cape Facility 
This project, which began in 2001 to serve mainly the disadvantaged communities of the city, 
now runs in almost all public libraries in the city. To register as a user of the facilities, one 
needs to have a City of Cape Town library membership card, which is free of charge. Due to 
the high demand for the facilities, use of these facilities is limited to 45 minutes per day per 
person. 

The centre examined in this study was situated in a public library in one of the 
predominantly black African townships in Cape Town [the name of the township is withheld 
for ethical reasons]. The library is situated on the outskirts of the township, but is easily 
accessible by public transport and is within walking distance of a large portion of the 
community. The facilities were in pristine condition, almost at odds with the informal 
surroundings. The building has areas specially allocated for young children, a quiet study 
area, couches for people to read magazines and newspapers, as well as for the Smart Cape 
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facilities. The Smart Cape facilities were clearly noticeable at the library entrance. Each 
computer was cordoned off in an individual cubicle; however, the computer screens were still 
easily visible to the other computer users and by-standers. 

At the time of the data collection, there were nine flat screen computers currently at 
the facility. Five computers had been added to the library only four months prior to our data 
collection, due to the huge demand for the facilities. The computers, like at all Smart Cape 
facilities, were run off open-source software, customised for the Smart Cape project. After 
logging in, users were directed to a Smart Cape Dashboard page, which consisted of links to 
the different application programs and a countdown timer showing the remaining time the 
user had left for the day. The following applications appeared on the dashboard: Internet 
Browser, Word Processer, Acrobat Reader, CV Template, Email, Spreadsheet, Removable 
Storage, Community Announcements, Internet Relay Chat, Presentation Package, World 
Book Online, Britannica Online, Paint, Typing Tutor, Library Catalogue and Help. Based on 
our assessment, the front-end system was intuitive and user- friendly. 
 
4. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This study used a qualitative approach. Empirical data for the study was gathered using one-
on-one interviews with 20 different stakeholders of the Smart Cape Telecentre. 
 
4.1 Sampling 
The target population for the study consisted of both users and non-users of the shared public 
facility in the township. The sample was randomly drawn from the users and non-users 
coming to use the ICT facilities or the library. The users were those using the computer 
facilities. Non-users were those who utilised the library facilities, but not the Smart Cape 
computers. These included even those who had used the computers at some stage, but had 
subsequently stopped. The sample included ten users and nine non-users.  

We also interviewed the librarian. Within his duty, the librarian liaised with the centre 
and community regularly and, therefore, had a bird’s eye view of the day-to-day running of 
the centre and was well informed about usage patterns as well as users’ attitudes and 
concerns. 

 
4.2 Data Gathering and Analysis  
The first round of data collection was in the month of July 2010, while the second round was 
in May 2011. All the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The transcription 
process helped us to get closer to the data – we were able to think about what the respondents 
were saying and how it was said. We read each typed transcript several times while listening 
to the corresponding audio tape, in order to ensure accuracy of the transcription and to come 
to a better overall understanding of each participant’s experience. The process of transcribing 
and listening also prompted additional questions for subsequent sets of interviews. 

We used the ‘highlighting’ approach according to Van Manen (1990), to uncover the 
thematic aspects of the users’ and non-users’ experiences. In this approach, we read the text 
several times and statements that appeared to be revealing about the phenomenon were 
highlighted. Themes were identified by highlighting material in the interview transcripts that 
spoke to the participants’ experiences. Then we selected each of these highlighted phrases or 
sentences and tried to ascertain what meaning was put forward in the highlighted material. 
After identifying the themes, we embarked on the process of recording the themes and 
describing how they were interrelated. Re-writing continued until we felt that the themes and 
the relationship between the themes were identified as accurately as possible. 
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4.3 Ethical Issues 
All interviews were conducted with the full consent of the participants. Prior to an interview, 
we explained the study to the participant. The interviewees were given the option not to 
answer those questions with which they felt uncomfortable. Privacy and confidentiality 
concerns were given the deserved consideration (Cohen et al., 2007). We were sensitive not 
only to how information was to be protected from unauthorised observation, but also if and 
how participants were to be notified of any unforeseen findings from the research that they 
may or may not have wanted to be known. No real names of participants were used in the 
study.  
 
5 RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
The results and discussions will be presented under the five main themes of demographic 
attributes of the users, use, benefits, challenges and user strategies. It was necessary to 
separate use from benefits since usage does not necessarily translate into benefits. 
 
5.1 Demographics of the Users 
As expected, the majority of users were young, either in school or recently out of school - in 
search of training or employment opportunities. Most or all of the users felt they had no 
alternative computer access besides the library and the school; however, the access at school 
was limited and controlled. All the respondents owned a mobile phone which they used to 
access the internet. However, they preferred to use computers where possible, mainly because 
of the costs of accessing the internet via their mobile phones. While some users had 
computers at home, they did not have the internet and none of the respondents had a printer at 
home, so the centre provided them with an opportunity for printing. 
 
5.2 Use of the Smart Cape Facilities 
The uses of the facility included both instrumental uses and hedonic uses. Most of the 
respondents indicated that they used the facilities to look for jobs. The facilities provided a 
portal which linked websites that listed jobs advertisements. The facilities were also used for 
social network applications to “keep in touch with family and friends”. Students used the 
internet for their school assignments. Some students used the internet at the facilities to 
research potential tertiary institutions and this even made it possible to register for tertiary 
education online, thus saving on postage and travel costs.  

Only a few respondents used the centre for internet banking; most of the respondents 
had not signed up for internet banking at all. In fact, some respondents did not trust working 
on banking in such a public area. It was also possible that most community members were 
unbanked since 36% of South African adults, many of whom reside in low income 
communities, are unbanked (Finscope, 2009). 

Sports and entertainment were the biggest hedonic use of the facility, followed by 
surfing the internet and reading the news. The users never cited hedonic uses of the centre as 
primary activities. Instead, the users engaged in hedonic activities only after the activities 
which were deemed more important were completed and they had some time remaining. It 
can be inferred that users were less likely to use the centre for hedonic purposes. This could 
be because they had more pressing issues to address within their limited time of access. Thus, 
the centre was more popularly used for activities related to socio-economic development than 
for entertainment. This finding could be explained using Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Since 
the community was economically disadvantaged, users might have preferred to deal with 
issues of welfare before their leisure needs (Maslow, 1943). The limited time allocated to 
users did not afford them the luxury of serving their hedonic needs in light of more important 
activities. It is also possible that since the demand for the facilities was high, users might 
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have felt guilty when using the facility for hedonic purposes, while others waiting in queues 
might have had potentially serious issues to deal with. 
 
5.3 Benefits of the Smart Cape Facility 
The analysis shows that the facility was benefiting some members of the community, 
particularly users of the facility. The benefits from the use of the centre were economic, 
social and psychological. The biggest economic benefit of the use of the facility was in 
money saved by using the facility instead of using other facilities where the users would have 
to pay. Some of the responses on the issue were: 
 

It’s great, unemployed people don’t have money for internet cafés so the 
library helps them very much.  

 
I prefer the library free access, so I don’t go anywhere else. 
 
Having access at no financial cost is particularly relevant to disadvantaged 

communities and those in search of employment, since the majority may not be able to afford 
to pay for access. An alternative access nearby was an internet café which charged ZAR15 
for 30 minutes of internet access. Many users regarded the access to business and job 
opportunities as an important benefit of the facilities. The perception is understandable, given 
the high rate of unemployment in the country and the challenges people from disadvantaged 
communities face in searching and securing employment. One user commented that she now 
had a better chance at finding a job because, “whereas newspapers only show you some jobs, 
the internet shows you everything.” She added:  

 
I browse government websites and companies. I’m now looking at a UK 
company who did a project with kids, so I have been able to contact them to 
build a working relationship so we can do a similar program here. I have 
been able to contact this company and find information entirely because of the 
internet. 
 
Even though only a few respondents reported finding employment, almost all the 

respondents still believed that computing facilities exposed them to limitless employment 
opportunities. From the respondents, it was difficult to establish the extent to which the use of 
the facilities helped users to secure employment. Those who might have found employment 
would not be at the centre since it only opens during working hours. The small number of 
success stories in job hunting should also be understood in the context that unemployment is 
generally high in the country and that securing a job is dependent on other attributes such as 
level of education and other attributes which the residents of disadvantaged communities 
might not have. 
Increased efficiency in financial management was also noted as a benefit to the users. The 
few who were using the centre for banking regarded the ability to manage money through 
internet banking as a benefit. 

The majority of respondents indicated deriving social benefits from the centres. The 
most common social benefit was keeping in touch with friends. Increased confidence with 
computers was also perceived as an important benefit among users. One user said: 

 
I’m learning to type and use the internet better than I was taught at school, so 
I’m more confident with computers now.  
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The social, and perhaps psychological, benefit of this is that users can increase their 
self-confidence and social standing. This may also have economic implications, as the 
increased skills of users may allow them to search for jobs more successfully, as well as 
increasing their skills, thus making them more employable. 

The respondents, especially the users, were aware of the vast information and 
knowledge available on the internet. This result is probably because the users’ computer 
efficacy was increasing and so they were using the technology more. This could imply that 
continuous computer use translates into increased computer efficacy. The discovery of 
knowledge, coupled with the physical accessibility of the ICT and the increasing confidence 
in computer use, are potentially powerful stepping stones to addressing the knowledge divide, 
as they form the basis for knowledge gathering and sharing (Rao, 2005).  
 
5.4 Challenges in Using, and Benefiting from, the Centre 
The challenges faced by the disadvantaged communities, while deriving the actual benefits of 
the Smart Cape Centre include:  

 organisational factors  
 limited resources at the centre  
 inadequate ICT skills  
 perceived lack of privacy 

 
5.4.1 Organisational Factors 
The internal library policy stipulated that the centre could only be accessed by those with a 
valid library card with no outstanding fines. A library card could be applied for by any 
member of the public with an identity document and proof of residential address. Proof of 
residential address could be an official letter from a formal organisation (for example, a 
utility bill). However, the challenge for most residents in townships, especially those in the 
informal settlements, is that they do not receive post at their residential addresses; they 
receive their post through their places of employment (Coetzee & Cooper, 2002). In the 
absence of proof of residential address, one would need to provide an affidavit from a police 
station, a process which some respondents described as onerous. Challenges arising from the 
lack of traceable residential address for South Africans have also been noted by others 
(Bester et al., 2004). For example, minors require the written consent of a guardian to be 
allowed to apply for a library card. Further, users with outstanding books or library fines 
could not re-apply for a new library card until their books were returned and fines settled. 

Most of the respondents cited problems relating to their library cards as preventing 
their use of the centre. Some users and non-users could not access the facility because they 
either did not have library cards due to the cards being lost or stolen, or they were unable to 
pay their library fines for overdue books. Many appeared disheartened by this issue. Some of 
the remarks were: 

 
… the very first time I took a book out of the library, I was not told that I had 
to return the book by a certain date. Because of this, I now have a R29 fine on 
my card, and I cannot get a new card until I pay that fine. I do not think it is 
fair for me to be fined for something I did not know about. I have tried to 
explain my situation to the librarian but they are strict with the rules. 
  
It is wrong to say if you don’t have a card, you can’t use the computers. 
 
When asked for suggestions on how to overcome this problem, respondents suggested 

that the use of the facility should not be tied to the library card, especially considering that the 
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cards “get lost or stolen”. Many felt it was difficult to replace lost cards, especially for 
minors who need the assistance/consent of parents to conduct these transactions. For instance, 
one user remarked:  

 
My card got stolen the other month. I have to wait for my mom to come with 
me to the library so that I can get a new card because you need a proof of 
address. But my mom is at work during the times the library is open, so I don’t 
know how long I will have to wait.  
 
This finding raises a number of points regarding the implementation and user 

expectations of public access centres. In the first instance, it brings back the debate of an 
ideal location of a public access point (Roman & Colle, 2002b). Libraries are considered 
ideal locations for such facilities since both the library and the public access points are in the 
business of providing access information to the public (Chigona, 2006). However, based on 
the data from this study, it may also be argued that the library, by enforcing the “no-valid 
library card, no-access” rule, was erecting barriers to usage. A person with no library card 
was denied two possible sources of information: the materials in the library and the computer 
access.  

On the other hand, the reluctance of some of the respondents to settle their fines gives 
the sense of the individuals distancing themselves from the problem, perceiving it as one to 
be fixed by someone else and not by themselves. Interestingly, this behaviour was in line 
with the growing rate of non-payment of service charges in local authorities in the country 
(Fjeldstad, 2004). The inability to settle library fines (as was the case with other services 
charges) may be due to economic hardships – since most members of the community were 
economically weak. However, some of the responses displayed a sense of “entitlement 
mentality” (Camay & Gordon, 2002; Fjeldstad, 2004; Hughes, 2007). The respondents felt 
that, since they were classified as poor, the government or someone else should sort out their 
library fines. Solutions to such problems may be beyond the control of a single library. There 
is a need for the political structure to seek to work towards attitude change amongst the 
population.  

The location of the shared facilities in the library, as well as linking the use of the 
facilities to the adherence of library regulations, may have worked against the adoption of the 
facilities. The community in which the centre was located was predominantly black African, 
which is traditionally an oral society. Oral societies do not place much emphasis on written 
text as a source of knowledge. As such, some community members may have perceived the 
library to be a place for the educated or school learners only (Roman & Colle, 2002b); 
consequently, the members may be unlikely to apply for a library membership card which 
could give access to the facilities.  
 
5.4.2 Limited Resources at the Centre 
The resources at the centre were limited and inadequate for the demand. There were often 
long queues of people waiting to use the facilities and this frustrated the users and would-be 
users. The librarian cited this as the biggest challenge after skills shortage, stating that:  
 

The library initially had five PCs and now it’s nine and they are still not 
enough. There is always a queue outside in the morning because of high 
demand.  
 
The long queues could have deterred some non-users from trying out the resources. 

Some non-users did not value the centre much, and were not willing to wait in queues for 
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their turn. It could also be argued that, since non-users were likely to be less computer literate, 
they feared that they would seem to be, “wasting the time of other [skilled] users” – those 
with pressing issues for using the centre. The time pressure may have prevented less skilled 
users and would-be adopters from developing their computer skills by practising on the 
computers. 

Most respondents, including the librarian, viewed an increase in the number of 
computers to meet the high demand as an antidote to the challenge. However, the librarian 
acknowledged the difficulty of meeting this challenge saying: “Other branches want PCs as 
well, it’s not just [name of library]. So it would be unfair to them if only we get PCs.” 
 
5.4.3 Inadequate Computer Skills Levels 
A low level of computer literacy skills was noted as one of the challenges preventing 
potential adopters from using the centre. Several interview responses on this issue were 
characterised by statements such as: “I don’t have enough skill,” with one non-user further 
explaining:  
 

I am interested in computers; I would like to know more about them and to 
know how IT computer skills are used to commit myself to things that I have 
not experienced before, but I don’t know how. 
 
Most respondents adopting the centre perceived their computer skills, coupled with 

language used on the computers (i.e. English), as inadequate, or not up to standard to fully 
reap the benefits of the centre. Some users had mixed feelings regarding this issue, hinting at 
levels of both comfort and discomfort with computers. For example, one user said:  
 

Computers are easy to use, for example, if you know the icons, you don’t 
necessarily need to understand the language, for example recognise how to 
save by the Save button icon. But sometimes there is a lot of English on the 
computer; it would be helpful having some programs in Xhosa.  
 
The respondents attributed their lack of skill to limited exposure to computers. Other 

users attributed their lower skill level to the fact that the centre runs an Open Source system 
instead of a Microsoft Windows based system which “they are used to”. For example, one 
user remarked that:  
 

The way the computers are programmed does not make them easy to use. It 
took a while to adapt to the system because it is not like normal PCs that we 
are used to. I had the past skill so it was easier for me to figure it out, but it‘s 
not easy for others who don’t have the past skill.  
 
This lack of computer skill could have stemmed from several sources. For instance, 

the non-users may not have had basic training, or could have had little exposure to computers. 
This could be attributed to the economic status of the community. Furthermore, since English 
was not the first language of the majority of residents of the township (StatsSA, 2003), this 
could have impeded the residents’ desire to learn to use the facilities. Moreover, computers 
being seen as intimidating may also have contributed to the continued lack of skills for non-
users (Gyamfi 2005; Parkinson, 2005). From this, it can be deduced that the reluctance of 
non-users to adopt centres is not always a result of the failure of the centre itself, but may be 
due to cultural, social and even attitudinal factors (Parkinson, 2005). 
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The use of Open Source software also affected non-users’ computer efficacy. Due to 
the general popularity of Microsoft Windows products, it is possible that, though some non-
users may have basic skills, they might have found it hard to transfer these skills to different 
platforms.  

Training dominated as a suggested solution to the computer illiteracy problem. A 
number of non-user respondents indicated that they would consider using the computers if 
they were taught how to. The librarian also supported the provision of training, commenting 
that, “although we offer a user friendly system, people are not computer literate and are 
generally scared of using computers, so they need basic skills.” However, others suggested 
that the solution goes beyond technical training, as indicated by one respondent: 

 
People are embarrassed to ask for help because when they ask for help, they 
feel it’s being belittled. 
 
This respondent suggested that the solution not just be limited to training, but that, 

“an open society where people feel free to ask for help” be created.  
 
5.4.4 Perceived Lack of Privacy and Security 
Many respondents, including both users and non-users, expressed dissatisfaction about 
privacy when using the centre. They felt that physical privacy was compromised because 
other people using the other computers could see what they were doing on the computers. 
Those not confident enough to use the computers felt uncomfortable when others were 
watching them struggling to use the computers. One user said, “People want to see what you 
are doing on the computer, it is not nice.” 

Others indicated that they did not trust the working environment. Most respondents 
avoided using the facilities for sensitive transactions, especially for internet banking. The 
dissatisfaction with the level of privacy partly explains the low levels of internet banking 
done at the centre.  
 
5.5 Users’ Strategies to Deal with the Challenges 
We were particularly interested in the strategies users employed to deal with the challenges 
they faced in their use of the facility. We noted that the limited time they spent on the 
computer was often well planned and maximised. For instance, some users used the 
newspapers in the library to do the initial search of jobs. This enabled them “to go straight to 
the job they would like to apply for”. A similar strategy was noted with the use of social 
network sites. Most users accessed their Facebook account from their mobile phones and did 
“most of the basic stuff” from their mobile phones. When they came to use the computers, 
they were prepared for the activities they wanted to engage in on their social network sites. 
 
6 DISCUSSIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 
The study has provided empirical evidence about users’ and non-users’ perceived benefits 
and challenges of free shared facilities located in disadvantaged communities. The analysis 
has shown that, while there are instances where members of the communities around the 
centres may derive benefits from the facilities, there are still challenges which deter some 
community members from adopting and benefitting from the centres. 

It was noted that there was a still a huge demand for shared ICT access facilities in 
urban areas. Even those users who accessed the internet via their mobile phones were still 
accessing the computer facilities. This finding contributes to the debate on whether mobile 
phones could be replacing the telecentres as a means of access by the masses in developing 
countries (Chigona et al., 2009). The degree and the demand of use of the facilities noted in 
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this study suggest that there was still a need for shared computing facilities, despite the 
growing use of mobile technology. What emerged from the study were the creative ways in 
which users combined the different technologies to satisfy their information needs. Perhaps 
the debate should not focus on whether or how mobile technology is replacing the shared 
facilities, but rather should explore how various modes of access may and do complement 
each other. 

There are economic, social and psychological benefits which some community 
members derive from the use of centre. The community members perceive free access to the 
facilities as the biggest economic benefit they derive from the centre. Other economic 
benefits include internet access to complete schoolwork and academic transactions online, 
and access to business and job opportunities. Socially, the members of the community benefit 
through social networking and the opportunity to access information about what is happening 
in other societies. Hedonic benefits of the centre include sports and entertainment accessed 
from the facility. 

The challenges hindering the communities from deriving benefits include non-
adoption of the centre, inadequate ICT skills, inadequate resources at the centre, difficulty 
with access to the premises (the library card) and lack of privacy. A considerable number of 
community members were unable to use the centre due to insufficient computer literacy skills. 
Most of the challenges affected particularly those with limited or no computer skills. In the 
first instance, no training was provided to the would-be adopters, making it challenging for 
those with no skills to come aboard. The limited number of computers available at the centres 
made it difficult for people to self-teach or to improve their skill levels. The limited time, in 
an open space and with a queue of people waiting for their turn to use the facilities, created 
an environment which was intimidating for a novice who wanted to spend time learning how 
to use the computers.  

To enable more people to benefit from the facilities, there is a need for the centre to 
address the challenges. Among other things, there is a need to make computer literacy 
training available to the disadvantaged communities. Although there are computer training 
opportunities available in Cape Town, many of these are inaccessible to disadvantaged 
community members due to their high cost or location. We acknowledge that, given the large 
and diverse urban population, it is challenging to design and implement an effective computer 
training. Future studies should look into modalities of providing such training. 
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