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Females’ Usage Patterns of Information and
Communication Technologies (ICTs) in the Vhembe
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Abstract—This paper explores and provides substantiated
evidence on the usage patterns of Information and Communication
Technologies (ICTs) by female users at Vhembe District in Limpopo-
Province, South Africa. The study presents a comprehensive picture
on the usage of ICTs from female users’ perspective. The
significance of this study stems from the need to assess the role,
relevance and usage patterns of ICTs such as smartphones,
computers, laptops, and iPods, the internet and social networking
sites among females following the developments of new media
technologies in society. The objective of the study is to investigate
the usability and accessibility of ICTs to empower female users in
South Africa. The study used quantitative and qualitative research
methods to determine the major ideas, perceptions and usage patterns
of ICTs by users. Data collection involved the use of structured self-
administered questionnaire from two groups of respondents who
participated in this study. Thus, (n=50) female students at the
University of Venda provided their ideas and perceptions about the
usefulness and usage patterns of ICTs such as smartphones, the
Internet and computers at the university level, whereas, the second
group were (n=50) learners from Makhado Comprehensive School
who provided their perceptions and ideas about the use of ICTs at the
high school level. The researcher also noted that the findings of the
study were useful as a guideline and model for ICT intervention that
could work as an empowerment to women in South Africa. It was
observed that the central purpose of ICTs among female users was to
search for information regarding assignment writing, conducting
research, dating, exchanging ideas and networking with friends and
relatives. This was demonstrated by a high number of females who
used ICTs for e-learning (62%) and social purposes (85%).
Therefore, the study revealed that most females used ICTs for social
purposes and accessing the internet rather than for entertainment, a
gesture that provides an opportune space to empower rural women in
South Africa.

Keywords—Female users, Information and Communication
Technologies, Internet, Usage patterns.

1. INTRODUCTION

VER the recent years the internet together with

smartphones, desktop computers, ipads, laptops, e-mail
and social media as elements of the Information and
Communication Technologies have had intense effect on the
private and professional lives of South African citizens
inclusive of females. These ICTs have offered the South
African population an increasing number and range of
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opportunities for accessing information, chatting, gaining and
exchanging knowledge and realising personal learning goals
[19].

Smartphones with access to the internet have managed to
exceeded traditional forms of communication such as
landlines telephone as the most common voice communication
technology— particularly due to the noticeable development in
Information and Communication Technologies users in most
developing countries [6]. Reference [19] argued that
“Information and Communication Technologies introduced a
range of new possibilities for the use and production of media,
as well as for personal networking and communication,
political activism, and economic development”. The
emergence of these technologies encourages a more active and
interactive internet usage and this trend is developing further
globally inclusive of South Africa. The discourse over using
information and communication technologies for development
is only just beginning a fundamentally new chapter:
smartphones with access to the internet are penetrating even
the remotest and poorest communities [15]. Whereas, [39]
emphasized that currently media consumers are submerged
with a great number of mediums to access information, thus
includes print media, broadcast media new media and social
media. Nevertheless, this has not guaranteed the accessibility
and usage pattern of ICTs by all people in South Africa,
especially females in rural parts of the country [12].

This paper examines the usage patterns of ICTs gadgets
which comprise computers, internet, smartphones, emails and
social networks, using a campus and secondary school survey
to assess current female students’ attitudes and perceptions on
ICTs. The study also focuses on identifying the main purpose
and reasons of using ICTs by females in Limpopo Province
South Africa. It is of paramount importance for researchers to
study the worth of Information and Communication
Technologies because it is their usage by all members of
society that often translates to positive personal and
community development. “This has particularly been true
where these technologies have been used to empower rural
people including females of every age” [9]. In this study, data
gathered was mainly used to examine the usage patterns of
these technologies amongst females in the Vhembe District
and to discover female’s views and perceptions on the
usefulness of Information and Communication Technologies.

Previous research on gender differences in the usage of
Information and Communication Technologies are diverse [2]-
[37]. Most females spent more time on the Internet than men
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[16]. Furthermore, females consistently displayed higher
levels of attachment to their information and communication
technologies gadgets [8]. While, in contrary [14], [24] have
indicated that the main users of ICTs gadgets are young males
whereas, females are marginal users, suggesting a gap
between discourse and reality of female’s empowerment on
the usage of ICTs. Reference [37] noted that most females are
likely than men to make and receive family-oriented and
social-oriented calls. The need for this study was to close the
gap with regard to the usage patterns of those ICTs by females
in the Vhembe District of South Africa.

Reference [13] revealed that “the gender gap is currently
more evident in developing countries such as Africa, where
16% fewer women than men use the Internet, compared with
only 2% fewer women than men in the developed world”. [13]
further highlighted that “the gender gap is currently more
evident in developing countries such as Africa, where 16%
fewer women than men use the Internet, compared with only
2% fewer women than men in the developed world”. Whereas,
[19] noted that in year 2010 a total Internet user population in
developing countries was 1.4 billion, 800 million were men
and 600 million were women. However, this paper elucidates
the usage patterns of ICTs by females in the Vhembe District-
Limpopo Province. Henceforth, “the gender divide is one of
the most significant inequalities to be improved by the digital
revolution, and cuts across all social and income groups.
Throughout the world, females face serious challenges that are
not only economic, but social as well as cultural, obstacles that
limit or prevent their access to the use of, and benefits from
ICTs” [1] In South Africa, both women and girls of different
backgrounds have access to smartphones with the Internet
connections which they use while in classrooms, standing in
shop queues or other public places on a day to day basis.
Young girls seem to own smartphones at a younger age than in
previous years [33]. Indeed, “these technological
developments are rapidly changing the modern mass media
landscape in the world” [4]. This development has also been
affecting how females use ICTs in South Africa. The need for
this study was to examine the use of these ICTs by females in
the Vhembe-district Limpopo province.

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

With the advent of ICTs and the internet is changing how
females interact with family, friends and relatives and doing
their daily routine work. The study conducted by [25]
highlighted that Information and communication technologies
have become pervasive that everybody with the Internet might
use them effectively. Reference [3] quantified that ICTs are
crucially significant for sustainable development in developed
and developing countries such as South Africa, America and
others. Whereas, the influence of such on females’ first
became evident during the preparatory processes surrounding
the Fourth World Conference on females that took place in
Beijing in 1995. In spite of all the debates [36] noted that the
development and dissemination of ICTs or new media
technologies was undertaken to encourage females across the
world to participate into the information society. This was

administered by women’s organisations through e-mail that
many of them were just learning to use at the time.
Unfortunately, it did not change the minds of the females,
even though it encouraged them to increase their efforts to
provide better accommodation and facilities. It did however,
illustrate how effectively and efficiently women could reach
out and support each other in a time of crisis, a very
empowering moment for women worldwide. Furthermore,
ICTs allowed the introduction of the concept of females as key
contributors in the field of media both at the level of
technology and policy making [11]. Questionnaire for this
research focused on addressing the usability of these ICTs by
females, perceptions and views of females towards the use of
those ICTs, and also the accessibility of ICTs those females in
Vhembe District have utilised. This paper brings a clear
insight on the usability of ICTs especially by female citizens
of the Vhembe District-Limpopo Province.

A. Theoretical Perspective

This study was anchored on uses and gratification theory.
Reference [17] argued that communities use the media for
their own benefit. The theory emerged towards the early years
of 1970s Kartz and his colleagues, Jay Blumler and Michael
Gurevitch continued to expand the idea on the reasons why
citizens use the media. This group of scholars recommended
that this theory was concerned with the ‘the social and the
psychological origins of media users, the needs which
generate expectations from mass media or other sources which
lead to differential exposure resulting in need gratification and
other consequences, perhaps mostly unintended ones’ [17]. At
the same time, other scholars began to highlight that this
theory presents a rather general approach to understanding
media uses and results, and purposes the key concepts and
links to societal processes that are inadequately defined [20],
[22], [34].

The primary strength of uses and gratification approach is
its intrinsic ability to interface interpersonal and mediated
communication of individuals [27], [29]. This empirical study
reflected that media users take initiative in selecting the type
of the media such as ICTs, new media technologies and social
networking sites to satisfy their needs or desires. Media, in
this case ICTs compete with other forms of communication
such as newspapers, television, radio and magazines for
selection, attention and use to gratify needs of the female users
[28].

1. Females’ Usage Patterns of ICTs in South Africa

This paper provides an idea around the usage patterns of
ICTs and the Internet by females in the District of Vhembe.
Reference [7] argued that ‘for years the Internet has been used
for the purpose of seeking information, entertainment,
products, transactions, games or surfing e-mails’. The
important aspect is that users of ICTs both males and females
are not confined to a single space such as a building,
organisation or country. But are scattered all over the world
where they have access to a computer, a modem and the
Internet. Some of other aspects that can be accessed via the

3176



International Journal of Business, Human and Social Sciences
ISSN: 2517-9411
Vol:9, No:9, 2015

internet are e-mail, information, e-shopping, e-learning, e-
marketing, online chat, downloading software and many more
benefits. Reference [32] stated that the disadvantage of the
using ICTs is that they expose personal information,
pornography and spamming of females. Therefore,
Information and Communication Technologies and
communication tools replicate the biases, contradictions, and
prejudices of society. While the same tools can be used for
educating and mobilising people to challenge social biases and
prejudices detrimental to females. At the same time, ICTs are
instrumental in subverting patriarchal social institutions as
well as promoting gender equality and women’s
empowerment [7]. Moreover, [13] stated that “the total users
of information and communication technologies such as the
Internet in developing countries were 1.4 billion in 2013
which 800 million were men and 600 million were women”.
In the same view, it is imperative to note that females have
less time available to seek out ICT connections or spend time
online than men, as suggested by the findings of time use
surveys conducted in a number of countries South Africa
inclusive. This support the idea that females use ICTs for
communication (mainly e-mail) and e-shopping, while men
spend time browsing the Internet, downloading software, and
reading newspapers [19]. This is due to the fact that females
use most their time nurturing the family and less choice when
it comes to spending their money [18]. Even community
access, often seen as the key to internet diffusion in the
developing country such as South Africa, may not be outside
the financial reach of many females nor can it be assumed that
females have access through associations or Non-Government
Organisations [18]. In most cases females that have ICTs or
new media access in developing countries are those that are
highly educated and have a profession in the society [19].
Moreover, both theoretical perspectives and previous
empirical studies suggest that society use media such as
broadcast, print, internet, ICTs, smartphones and computers to
gratify their needs and these ICTs have an influence in the
lives of the citizens particularly females. The objective of this
paper therefore, is to discover the usage patterns of ICTs by
females in the Vhembe District.

2. Social Networking Sites, Females and Technologies

The relationship between female youths and information
and communication technologies has been studied before [38].
This paper focuses the usage patterns ICTs by female students
at the Vhembe District of Limpopo Province. References [5],
[21], [30] argue that technology plays the important role of
mediating and enabling communication in the society.
Reference [5] further asserts that technology is becoming
more mobile and accessible by people globally. This is
becoming a driver of strategy and communication that ever
before. The study explains the usage patterns of ICTs by
female in Vhembe District.

In additional, [26] develops [5] arguments and reviews the
research on the use and role of instant messaging in female
life, and how short messages SMS is a key part of society
females and communication. In contrary, [30] noted that new

media technologies such as social networking websites and
ICTs can facilitate the flow of information between networks
by hosting online chartrooms and private online association
areas. Whereas, [10] examined services and sites that
teenagers engaged with ICTs, particularly the internet, e-mail,
and cell phones had found fascinating. It is revealed by the
study that ICTs were not only part of students’ lives but they
were their lives. The study furthermore, stated that female
students do not see ICTs as tools to get work done; rather, they
see it as an entertainment and communication portal.

The study conducted by [35] indicates that schools in the
United States of America that have greater access to ICTs or
new media technologies tend to discover more creative uses
for it, communicated by e-mail more often with females and
students and engaged more frequently in professional
activities such as on online communication with other teachers
and scholars. Whereas, [31] conducted a similar study that
showed that “adolescents find ICTs to be an enabler of
communications, and that loneliness was not related to
spending time online, rather to gender and their perception
regarding their online relationships”. Moreover, these findings
do not contradict the awaited finding of this study that access
to ICT has no influence on the approval of social networking
sites since the respondents (females) to this study are
anticipated to have equally free access to the internet.

The above studies appear to entitle and prove that females
around the world are using ICTs, new media technologies and
social networking sites for their own benefits. What is evident
from the literature is that “females use ICTs to interact with
their peers and reunite with friends and relatives, as well as to
meet new people” [23]. However, this study outlines the usage
patterns of information and communication technologies by
females in the Vhembe District of Limpopo-Province.

III. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

To ascertain the usage patterns of ICTs the study employed
both quantitative and qualitative research method for data
collection. Anonymous participant’s questionnaire was
distributed to the participants. This was a structured and self-
administered questionnaire consisted of 28 questions that were
the mixture of open-ended and close-ended questions for data
collection. The questionnaire was designed to examine the age
group, educational level, ICTs ownership; time spent using
ICTs and for what purpose these ICTs are used by
communities, particularly females at high school and
University level in the Vhembe District. This questionnaire
was also used to also examine the attitudes, perceptions,
feelings and intentions of the female that are using ICTs.
Reference [40] argues that all investigations flow better when
the initial questions are simple and easy to answer. A
questionnaire is a formalised set of questions with simple and
easy questions for obtaining information from respondents.

A. Procedure

A self-administered questionnaire was disseminated to
female learners at Makhado comprehensive school to assess
their usage patterns of ICTs and the Internet. Respectively, the
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same questionnaire was administered to female students at the
University of Venda. The questionnaire was written in English
because the participants were school learners and university
students respectively. This sample was suitable for the study
because most of the females in the above mentioned group in
Vhembe District were active users of information and
communication technologies. In this study, participants were
females aged between 13 to 35 years. Moreover, it took the
participants 20-30 minutes to fill out the survey and all 100
questionnaires were returned and analysed. SPSS instrument
was used to analyse quantitative data.

B. Participants of the Study

As previously explained, the sample size was potentially
100 respondents, of these responses 32 were from females
aged between 13 and 17 years and 68 were from females aged
between 18 and 35 years. All the respondents were black
females from the Vhembe district in Limpopo Province and
were the users of ICTs and new media technologies. Out of
100 participants (32%) were females between the ages of 13-
17 while (68%) were respondents between the ages of 18-35
years. The younger ones were learners from High school
levels while the older were University of Venda students.
Further, (63%) of the respondents were females on their
adolescent’ stage while (33%) were respondents on their adult
stage. (4%) were missing variables. As indicated it means that
the study was more dominated by females’ adolescent
respondents. This means that there were many adolescents’
users of ICTs and new media technologies than female adults.
Total of (50) of the respondents were high school learners and
another (50) were University female students.

IV. RESEARCH FINDINGS

m13-17
m18-35
Fig. 1 The age of the respondents
4% M adolescents

M Adults

Missing

Fig. 2 Group level of respondents

As indicated in Fig. 1 (32%) of the respondents were
females between the ages of 13-17 while (68%) were
respondents between the ages of 18-35 years. The younger

ones were learners from Makhado high school levels while the
older were University of Venda students.

As reflected in Fig. 2 about (63%) of the respondents were
females on their adolescent’ stage while (33%) were
respondents on their adult stage. (4%) were missing variables.
As indicated by the results, it means that the study was more
dominated by females’ adolescent respondents. This means
that there were many adolescents’ users of ICTs or new media
technologies than female adults.

1%

M High school learner W University student Missing

Fig. 3 The respondents’ educational level

As indicated on Fig. 3 the questionnaires were 100 and
divided into 50s. (50%) were University students and 50%
were high school learners from two different schools. Total of
(49%) of the respondents were high school learners and 50%
were University students. (1%) of respondent did not respond
to the question.

6% 3%

H Yes
HNo

Missing

Fig. 4 The respondents’ ownership of ICT gadgets

As reflected in Fig. 4 (91%) of respondents were owners
and had access to ICTs and the Internet. However, (3.0%) of
the respondents did not give any response to the question.
(6%) of the respondents showed that they did not own any ICT
gadgets such as computer and laptops that enable them to
access internet and social networks. Therefore, this reflected
that most of the respondents had ICTs gadgets to access the
Internet and e-mail for them to communicate with other people
at the time of the study.

M Ipod

Laptop

B Computer

M smartphones

'-L‘

96% 11% 34% 16%

Fig. 5 ICTs tools that are owned by the participants
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Fig. 5 reflects the respondent’s ownership of ICT gadgets
such as laptops, computers, [Pods and smartphones. A total of
100 respondents were asked about which ICTs gadgets they
owned. As indicated (96%) of the respondents had their own
cellphones. (11%) responded that they owned computer
systems. The findings further show that out of 100
respondents, only (34%) owned laptops. The respondents
showed that out of 100 of them, (16.0%) owned an IPods. As
reflected by the results, a large number of respondents had
ownership of cellphones with (96%), followed by those who
owned computers (89%). Most of the respondents owned
cellphones as compared to other ICT gadgets.

100 - M Social networking
90 -

80 - ® Chatting

70

60 - M Send & Receive SMS
50

40 - W Send & Receive
30 emails

20 M Access Internet
10 +

0 - M Entertainment

66% 91% 38% 82% 86% 91%

Fig. 6 The respondents’ main reasons for using ICT gadgets

Fig. 6 reflects clearly that the respondents that used social
networking were (91%) and accessing the Internet were
(91%). It also reflects that (66%) of respondents’ used ICT
gadgets for entertainment purposes and (38%) used them for
sending and receiving emails from relatives, colleagues and
friends. (82%) of respondents used ICT gadgets such as
smartphones to receive and send short messages (SMS). From
data gathered on this section, it is clear that there were more
females using ICTs for social purposes and accessing internet
than sending and receiving emails.

Very few of the respondents (up to 2%) to the study showed
that they used ICT gadgets and the Internet for e-faxing while
(4%) indicated that they used them for e-marking. This means
that there were few females in Vhembe District that used ICTs
for marketing jobs and faxing documents to certain
individuals. As indicated on Fig. 7 there were a high number
of females that used ICTs for e-learning (62%). While, (27%)
of the respondents used ICTs for e-mailing messages. (7%) of
the respondents used ICTs and internet for e-shopping on the
internet. The majority of respondents (85%) use ICTs for
social networking with friends, relatives and family.

Fig. 8 indicates the result of the study when respondents
were asked to reveal their main purposes of using information
and communication technologies. These elements were
investigated independently but combined during the analysis.
The result shows that (52%) of respondents used ICTs for
studying. It further indicated that (59%) of females used ICTs

to do research for their studies. The study composed both high
school and university students; therefore (67%) of the
respondents reflected that they used ICTs for writing
assignments. (52%) of the respondents used ICTs and internet
to exchange ideas with friends and relatives that are members
of a social networking site, The respondents showed that they
used ICTs to maintain the exiting friends while (58%) of the
respondents used ICTs for dating. As reflected on the tables
above, most females (high school learners and university
students) in Vhembe used ICTs for writing assignments,
dating and maintaining exiting friends in real life.

90 1
80 A
70 A M Social networking
60 - M e-mailing
50 H e-faxing
40 - M e-marketing
30 1 M e-learning
20 1 M e-shopping
10 -~
0 ===

7% 62% 4% 2% 27% 85%

Fig. 7 Respondents reasons of using Information and Communication

Technologies (ICTs)

70
60 - m Datting
50 - B Maintain Friends
40 - M Exchange ideas
30 - W Writing Assignments
20 - M Research
10 - M Studying
0 T T T T T 1

52% 59% 67% 52% 44% 58%

Fig. 8 The respondents’ main purpose of using ICTs

18% H Morning

40% M Afternoon

54%

Evening
35% m Night

31%

M Late at Night

0 20 40 60

Fig 9 The preferred time to access ICTs
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When the respondents were asked to reflect their preferred
time to access internet, most respondents (54%) said they
accessed internet in the evening. (40%) of the respondents on
Fig. 9 responded that they accessed internet in the evening.
(35%) responded that they accessed internet through ICTs in
the afternoon, while (31%) of the respondents accessed
internet through ICTs in the morning. (18%) of them said that
they accessed internet late at night. This means that most
females accessed ICTs and the Internet in the evening when
they are done with the business of the day.

1%

HYes
m No

Missing

Fig. 10 Respondents communicating with strangers in real life

As reflected on Fig. 10 (30%) of the respondents used
social networking sites and ICT gadgets to communicate with
strangers in real life while, the majority by (69%)
communicated with people they knew and were aware of. This
means that most females respondents during the time of the
study communicated with people they knew through ICTs.

8%
1% _——=

| highly useful
B Useful
Less useful

B Missing

Fig. 11 Usefulness of ICTs

Fig. 11 illustrates the usefulness of ICTs to respondents.
Out of (92%) of respondents, the majority (49%) said that they
the usage of ICTs to access information was highly useful.
while (39%) of respondents found ICTs information useful.
(1%) found it less useful and (3%) of respondents found it not
useful. (8%) of the participants did not respond to the
question. This means that the majority of the respondents used
ICTs due to the fact that it was highly useful and benefited
them.

1%6
W Agree

M Disagree

Missing

Fig. 12 The view of the respondents about the usage of ICTs

The data collected and analysed on Fig. 12 shows that
(98%) of the respondents agreed that using ICTs was
enjoyable and entertaining while (1%) disagreed and another
(1%) of the participants did not respond to the question.

7%
B Agree

H Disagree

Fig. 13 ICTs and internet are good source for timely information

Fig. 13 shows the respondents view of ICTs and the Internet
as good source for timely information. The majority of
respondents (93%) agreed that ICTs and the Internet were
good source of timely information. While, (7%) respondents
disagreed that ICTs provide timely information.

2%

B Agree

M Disagree

Fig. 14 The respondents view about ICTs helping them to connect
with friends and relatives

As already demonstrated in Fig. 14, (98%) of the
respondents agreed that ICTs helped them to be connected
with friends and relatives. (2%) disagreed that information and
communication technologies helped in order to connected with
friends and relatives. This is apparent that the majority
females used ICTs and social networking sites to be connected
with friends and relatives.

M Yes

HNo

Fig. 15 The respondents’ problems when using ICTs to access
internet and information

From Fig. 15 it is evident that (56%) of the respondents did
face problems when using ICTs to access internet and
information. The minority of the respondents (44%) indicated
that they did not face any complications when using ICTs to
access the Internet and information. As illustrated in Fig. 14
few respondents experienced some problems when using ICTs
to access internet and information needed.
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V. DISCUSSION OF FINDINGS

The data on this study reflected that the respondents had
ownership and access to information and communication
technologies (ICTs) together with the Internet. It is clear that
females were using those ICTs gadgets for the purpose of
social networking, conducting research, writing assignments
and chatting with friends and relatives. This may have been
influenced by the fact that the respondents were high school
learners and university students. The respondents illustrated
that ICTs were good because they informed them about
current information in the country. The study also reflected
that most respondents used ICTs to network with other people
and e-learning. The results of the study also indicate that
majority of the respondents got the information they needed
from using ICTs. A close-ended question was asked to the
respondents to express their idea about how useful the
information on the ICTs was. The findings show by 93 per
cent of respondents that ICTs and the Internet were good
sources for timely information. Female respondents in the
Vhembe district also believed that ICTs were user-friendly
because it helped them to connect with friends and relatives.

The study indicates that most females in Vhembe District
have an access to ICTs or New Media Technologies, with 96%
of them owning smartphones with internet connections. In this
study 98 per cent of respondents agreed that ICTs gadgets
helped them to connect with relatives and friends. This reflects
that one of the reasons for using ICTs by females was to get
connected with the society such as friends and relatives who
are in a distance. The study further confirmed that females
were using information and communication technologies to
exchange ideas, communicating and sending messages to the
relatives. The study further discovered that females in the
Vhembe district also used ICTs to maintain the exiting friends
and for dating. In discussing the findings, it was also
confirmed that females in the Vhembe District sometimes use
ICTs and social networking sites to do research and e-
shopping. The study also indicated that females in the Vhembe
District trusted the information they accessed on the internet
through ICTs. This discussion, thus confirmed the main
purpose of using information and communication technologies
by females in the Vhembe was to chat, communicate and
conduct research. This study also confirms that most of the
females in Limpopo used ICTs and accessed the Internet in the
evening when done with their daily work.

VI. CONCLUSION

This study data offers some fundamental insight and
conclusions regarding the usage patterns of Information and
Communication Technologies such as smartphones, laptops,
iPods and desktop computers. The study sought discovers the
main use of ICTs by females in the Vhembe District. The
paper established the understanding of the main purpose of the
usage of ICTs by females in the Vhembe District. It has
documented that most females indeed have an access to the
Internet and ICTs gadgets. While, use them for accessing for
the purpose of social networking, conducting research, writing

assignments, dating, chatting with friends and relatives. The
study also established that this new media technology provides
its users in this case females with good and timely
information.
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