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7 ICT indicators, 6 targets under SDG Goals 4, 5, 9,17
‣ Target 4a: Proportion of schools with access to the 

Internet for pedagogical purposes 

‣ Target 4a: Proportion of schools with access to 
computers for pedagogical purposes 

‣ Target 4.4: Proportion of youth/adults with ICT skills, 
by type of skills

‣ Target 5b: Proportion of individuals who own a 
mobile telephone, by sex (ITU)

‣ Target 9c: Percentage of the population covered by 
a mobile network, broken down by technology (ITU)

‣ Target 17.6: Fixed Internet broadband subscriptions, 
broken down by speed (ITU)

‣ Target 17.8: Proportion of individuals using the 
Internet (ITU)
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We do not have the official data to know where we are or progress to SDG 
targets…

We do not have the official data to know our progress
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administrative data collected by operators. This is 
also the basis of the data usually provided to the 
International Telecommunication Union (ITU), the 
body responsible for the harmonisation of standards 
and indicators for the sector. Without nationally 
representative demand-side data, it is impossible, 
for example, to provide an accurate measure of user 
access to the Internet, or to analyse the issues and 
challenges facing users. 

An example of supply-side and demand-side 
mismatch can be seen in relation to mobile subscrib-
ers, where supply-side data measures the number 
of active SIM cards on operator networks, rather 
than unique users. Duplicate SIMs account for at 

least some of the over-count of subscribers, who 
are measured by operators and reported to the ITU 
data of countries on the basis of active SIMs13. On 
the basis of such supply-side data alone, one is also 
unable to provide a more granular analysis (such 
as a breakdown by gender, location or income) of 
the kind required for policy planning and effective 
interventions. The ITU acknowledges this and urges 
national regulatory authorities and national statis-
tical offices to undertake detailed surveys. It also 
supports the training of officials, and in the case of 
some least developed countries, the undertaking of 
surveys where government shows a commitment to 
gathering this data14.

Table 1: South Africa’s performance on ICT indicators in relation to the SDGs

SDG GOALS AND TARGETS INDICATOR 
PERFORMANCE SOURCES

1.4) and 9.1) Households with broadband Internet access 11% After Access Survey, 2017

4.4) Individuals with ICT skills Unknown

5.b) Individual mobile phone ownership 84% After Access Survey, 2017

9.c) Broadband Internet prices (1GB of prepaid mobile data) USD 8.28 RAMP Index, Q2 2018

9.c) Mobile network population coverage

3G: 99%
4G: 80% Annual reports: Vodacom, 2018

3G: 98%
4G: 80% Annual reports: MTN, 2018

16.10) and 17.8) Individuals using the Internet 52% After Access Survey, 2017

17.6) Fixed Internet broadband subscriptions 2% ITU, 2017

17.8) International Internet bandwidth (bps per inhabitant) 263 029.93 bps ITU, 2017

13.  The issue is further complicated by the rise of the Internet of Things (IoT) and the growing prevalence of M2M SIMs. Effort 

to adjust active SIMs numbers to reflect unique subscribers are also problematic. GSMA adjusted figure of 38 million unique 

subscribers in SA in 2017 (68% of the population) instead of the 90 million active SIMs at the time, appears to undercount the 

number of subscribers.

14.  The ITU worked with the Expert Group on an indicator framework, based on the first meeting of the Inter-agency and Expert 

Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators (IAEG-SDGs). The ITU has proposed eight ICT indicators covering eight targets 

within goals 1, 4, 5, 9, 16, 17 (See Annex 1). 

ECOSOC (2017). “Report of the Inter-agency and Expert Group on Sustainable Development Goal Indicators”. Available at: https://

unstats.un.org/unsd/statcom/48th-session/documents/2017-2-IAEG-SDGs-E.pdf



Supply vs Demand-side indicators what’s the story?

v Active SIMS vs 
Unique 
subscribers.

v Disaggregation 
by gender, 
income, 
education, 
location. 
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How does South Africa compared with other African countries (35th out of 49)

v Needs to be 
considered in 
relation to high 
coverage and QoS 
levels in SA

v ICASA End User 
regs consumer 
protection reaction 
to #datamustfall

v Failure to regulate 
cost based 
wholesale prices not 
enabled late 
entrants to put 
pricing pressure on  
dominant operators. 
(efficiency in market 
enhances consumer 
welfare)
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by being just about half the cost (ZAR 50). 
Although the competitive pricing strategy adopted 

by rain is expected to pressurise the other operators 
to reduce their data price for fear of losing market 
share, rain’s data-only network can only be accessed 
by LTE-enabled devices and its coverage is limited 
to only some of South Africa’s metros. With just 
50 percent of the population owning an Internet-
enabled device, and the lack of Internet-enabled 
devices (as identified in demand-side section below) 
identified as a major barrier to Internet uptake, these 
services are likely to be enjoyed by those who are 

already better placed to pay for data, and may not 
alter the sector’s landscape very dramatically any 
time soon.

The proportionate price of data for low-income 
users should be a serious concern for policymakers 
and regulators in South Africa. The After Access 
Survey shows that those who do not have access to 
the Internet fall overwhelmingly into the bottom two 
income categories. Of those who are connected, the 
majority depend on small data packages with shorter 
validity periods.

Figure 9: 1GB prepaid mobile data prices for South African operators
Source: RAMP Index, 2017

Figure 8: SA’s cheapest prepaid mobile 1GB baskets compared to Africa’s top performers (USD)
Source: RAMP Index, 2018
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Data prices not going down, subscribers’ not switching to cheaper operators

MTN offers the cheapest 500 
MB data bundles for daily (ZAR 
50) and weekly (ZAR 55) 
periods, but Telkom again offers 
the cheapest 500 MB monthly 
bundle at ZAR 69. Similarly, 
MTN offers the cheapest 1 GB 
weekly bundle (ZAR 70) but 
does not compare well in the 1 
GB monthly comparison. 
Vodacom’s ZAR 149 
promotional package (2 GB) 
offers the most value with an 
effective rate of ZAR 74.50 per 
GB, but Telkom’s 1 GB is still 
the cheapest at a nominal price 
of ZAR 99.

Ø Rain now offers the cheapest 
tariffs across the board: a 100 
MB bundle will cost a customer 
ZAR 5, significantly less 
expensive than the previously 
lowest ZAR 29 100 MB offering 
of Cell C, MTN and Telkom. 
Rain’s 500 MB costs less than 
half that of Telkom’s 500 MB 
bundle and also out-competes 
its 1 GB bundle price by being 
just about half the cost (ZAR 
50).
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Quality adjusted prices, quality matters when assessing data market

Represents the ratio between 
the 1GB data basket and the 
average download and 
upload speeds, shows that 
the two dominant operators 
Vodacom and MTN offer 
higher quality, respectively. 

In the same period Telkom’s 
quality was the lowest. 
However, since Q1 2016, it 
seems that smaller operators 
improved their quality, 
catching up with dominant 
operators in Q2 2016 (in line 
with increased network investments). Vodacom SA’s 
high prices are accompanied 
by higher Internet speeds, 
compared to MTN SA and 
Cell C, which are performing 
less well on the measure 
based on average 
download/upload speed (in 
Mbps) divided by 1GB basket 
costs.
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…coverage too

Map shows five 
major operators: 
Broadband Infraco
SOC Limited, 
FibreCO
Telecommunications, 
Dark Fibre Africa, 
Liquid South Africa 
and Telkom South 
Africa. From the 
map, Telkom South 
Africa has the most 
comprehensive fibre 
coverage, reaching 
most parts of the 
country, while other 
operators like Dark 
Fibre Africa only 
provide services in 
major towns/cities.
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Nationally representative surveys of ICT access and use by households & individuals aged 15-65; In 16 developing countries; 
Data represents 30% of the global population; 28,900 face-to-face interviews; +/-3 margin of error

Sample sizes



Sample
‣ Two sampling frames were available for 

South Africa based on the 2011 census: 
Enumerator Areas (EAs) and Small Layers 
(SAL)

‣ Out of 90, 425 EAs, a total of 75 EAs were 
sampled using SRS  47 urban areas and 32 
rural areas were sampled ( 60% urban : 
40% rural split)

‣ The target sample of 1800 was spilt in to 
60% urban and 40% rural, yielding a target 
of 720 rural and 1080 urban households

‣ Household and individual weights were 
then constructed based on the census and 
world data on urban and rural, male and 
female proportions 
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Table 1:  SA EA sampling Rural Urban Total

Sample of households 720 1080 1800

HHs per EA 24 24 24

Sampled EAs 30 45 75



Mobile phone ownership, Internet use tracks GNI per capita
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against other similar countries and some best per-
formers, but identifies the reasons for the position or 
ranking, and thereby points to the remedy or inter-
vention required to address it. This exercise draws on 
the supply-side and administrative data available, 
which is triangulated with the pricing and quality 
of service databases gathered by RIA as well as the 
demand-side data for South Africa in Part D19.

The section below examines the linkages between 
the size of the economy (GNI) and per capita 
incomes, against the nationally representative 
demand-side indicators collected as part of the 
After Access Survey, providing some comparison 
with other large and populous countries, such as 
Nigeria, Bangladesh and Colombia, that appear 
to face similar challenges – for example, limited 
political or leadership capacity and socio-economic 
inequality. 

1.3. COMPArATivE ASSESSMENT 
OF GLOBAL SOuTH COuNTriES iN 
THE 2017 AFTEr ACCESS SurvEy
As noted at the outset, ICTs, and particularly mobile 
technologies, have been identified as critical drivers 
of social and economic development. Smartphones, 
in particular, have revolutionised the telecommuni-
cations industry by becoming the principal means 
of Internet connectivity. These technologies have 
become the primary platforms for innovation in 
developing countries and are contributing directly 
and indirectly to economic growth and job creation. 
As Figure 1 shows, mobile phone penetration and 
Internet use is broadly aligned with Gross National 
Income (GNI) per capita20. 

Figure 2 shows that the gap correlation with the 
GNI per capita is also broadly true of the gender gap. 
Though GNI per capita masks extreme inequalities in 

Figure 1: Mobile phone ownership, Internet use and GNI per capita
Sourcesǿ RIA After Access Survey, 2017Ȁ World Bank, 2018

19.  This data forms part of a global ICT access and use survey conducted across 16 countries in 2017, ten of which were in Africa.

20.  Pew Research Centre reports Internet use statistics that are slightly higher than the After Access Survey estimates. The difference 

between the two estimates is that while the Pew Research centre surveys individuals who are 18 years and older, the After Access 

is a nationally representative survey based on a census of adults who are 15 years and older.
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Gender gap in Internet use also track GNI
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South Africa, the country performs well in relation to 
gender equity. 

Although South Africa’s Internet penetration 
levels compare well with other African and Asian 
developing countries, it does not perform as well 
when compared with countries in Latin America 
with similar incomes. With only half the population 
online, the potential of the Internet in a developing 
economy to drive social and economic integration is 
not optimally tapped.

While an increased number of Internet connections 
suggests there is a bridging of the digital divide, 
paradoxically, Part D shows that, as more people are 
connected, digital inequality increases. This is not 
only the case between those online and those offline, 
but between those who have the skills and financial 
resources to use the Internet optimally and those 
barely online. Without policy interventions to reduce 

these disparities, offline inequalities will simply be 
mirrored online — or potentially amplified. Therefore, 
as the information society matures, not everyone 
is equally well served by ICTs. Many individuals and 
households do not use the Internet, or do not have 
the devices they need to access the Internet. The After 
Access Survey finds that South Africa has the highest 
mobile phone (84%) and Internet penetration rates 
(53%) among surveyed countries.

Digital inequality is even higher among 
urban and rural area dwellers, with less 
than half of South Africa’s rural population 
connected to the internet. 

The portion of urban-based South Africans using the 
Internet is as high as that cited in the 2017 Stats SA 
Household Survey (see Figure 3).

Figure 2: Gender gap in Internet use
Source: RIA After Access Survey, 2017

Figure 3: Urban–rural divide in Internet use
Source: After Access Survey, 2017
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Urban-rural Internet divide than gender divide (but overlapping)

13

iNTrODuCTiON 22

South Africa, the country performs well in relation to 
gender equity. 

Although South Africa’s Internet penetration 
levels compare well with other African and Asian 
developing countries, it does not perform as well 
when compared with countries in Latin America 
with similar incomes. With only half the population 
online, the potential of the Internet in a developing 
economy to drive social and economic integration is 
not optimally tapped.

While an increased number of Internet connections 
suggests there is a bridging of the digital divide, 
paradoxically, Part D shows that, as more people are 
connected, digital inequality increases. This is not 
only the case between those online and those offline, 
but between those who have the skills and financial 
resources to use the Internet optimally and those 
barely online. Without policy interventions to reduce 

these disparities, offline inequalities will simply be 
mirrored online — or potentially amplified. Therefore, 
as the information society matures, not everyone 
is equally well served by ICTs. Many individuals and 
households do not use the Internet, or do not have 
the devices they need to access the Internet. The After 
Access Survey finds that South Africa has the highest 
mobile phone (84%) and Internet penetration rates 
(53%) among surveyed countries.

Digital inequality is even higher among 
urban and rural area dwellers, with less 
than half of South Africa’s rural population 
connected to the internet. 

The portion of urban-based South Africans using the 
Internet is as high as that cited in the 2017 Stats SA 
Household Survey (see Figure 3).

Figure 2: Gender gap in Internet use
Source: RIA After Access Survey, 2017

Figure 3: Urban–rural divide in Internet use
Source: After Access Survey, 2017
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Gender gap in mobile phone ownership

v As markets 
become 
saturate greater 
parity in 
ownership

v Smaller gap 
than Internet

v But other 
cultural, 
demographic, 
urbanisation,  
factors at play 
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increased use of cheap mobile Internet-enabled 
devices, such as smartphones. The survey shows that 
mobile penetration stagnated between 2012 and 
2017, with similar estimates for the rural–urban gap. 
The difference in ownership of smartphones is sig-
nificant between urban and rural area dwellers: the 
2017 After Access Survey shows that more than half 
of the urban population (54%) owns smartphones 
while only 33 percent of those in rural areas own one. 

Evidence from the After Access Survey also shows 
a correlation between smartphones and Internet 
penetration. Countries that have high smartphone 

penetration, such as South Africa, are likely to have 
higher Internet penetration rates, a result which can 
also be explained by higher income levels. Generally, 
smartphones are more expensive than the basic and 
feature phones, and are less likely to be affordable 
to those on the lower income bands. Hence, coun-
tries with higher GNI per capita are more likely to 
have high smartphone penetration than relatively 
developing countries, which in turn translates into 
greater access to the Internet using such devices. 
Similarly to Latin American countries, the mobile 
ownership gender gap in South Africa is very small, 

Figure 20: Location disparity in the use of Internet in South Africa and other African countries 
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017

Figure 21: Gender disparity in Internet use in South Africa and other African countries 
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017
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South Africa performs very well compared to global south

Major barrier to adoption in rest of Africa is lack of power
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ICTs are one of the essential development tools. 
The use of ICTs, more specifically by marginalised 
communities, can improve the livelihoods of the 
poor by providing them with information and mobile 
platforms, such mobile agriculture, mobile finance, 
mobile education and e-services2. However, most 
rural areas have not yet benefitted from ICTs due to 
a combination of reasons, including under-develop-
ment, remoteness, poverty and lack of electricity. 
There is a significant electrification divide in Africa, 
with 40 percent of households in rural areas not 
connected to the main electricity grid. A quarter of 
these households use generators and solar panels, 
leaving somewhat less than a third with no access to 
any form of electricity. South Africa is highly electri-
fied by comparison. Among the surveyed countries, 
South Africa is ranked number one in terms of house-
holds with access to electricity. The overwhelming 
majority (89%) of households in South Africa are 
connected to the main grid, with two percent using 

generators or solar panels and only six percent of 
households not having electricity at all (see Figure 
16). While South Africa seems to be doing well in 
terms of electrification, the same is not true for other 
surveyed countries, with more than ten percent of 
households in each other case not connected to the 
main electricity grid. In Rwanda (68%), Mozambique 
(52%) and Tanzania (53%) the majority do not have 
access to any form of electrification. 

A television set and a radio are the most common 
ICT devices owned by households in South Africa. 
The vast majority of households (80%) own a 
television set, and some seven out of ten families 
own a radio. However, a small proportion of house-
holds (8%) have a fixed-line connection and only 
11 percent have access to the Internet. The 2017 
RIA After Access Survey household ICT penetration 
figures compare well with the Stats SA statistics for 
households with a fixed-line (8.3%), households 
with a television (82%) and households with Internet 

Figure 16: Households with no access to electricity in the surveyed countries
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017

2.  Bhavani, A., Chiu, W. R., Janakiram, S. and Silarszky, P, (2015). “The role of mobile phone in sustainable rural poverty reduction”. 

World Bank Group, ICT Policy Division, Global Information and Communications Department. Available at: http://siteresources.

worldbank.org/EXTINFORMATIONANDCOMMUNICATIONANDTECHNOLOGIES/Resources/The_Role_of_Mobile_Phones_in_

Sustainable_Rural_Poverty_Reduction_June_2008.pdf
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Despite lack of policy implementation and effective regulation ICT take-up 
strong

ICT ownership 
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countries in 2017 fills a critical information and 
analytical gap for these countries, at least.

Without nationally representative demand-side 
data, it is impossible in the prepaid mobile markets, 
which make up over 90 percent of the market in 
most developing countries, to provide an accurate 
measure of access to the Internet. One of the reasons 
supply and demand-side data do not match is that 
supply-side data measures active SIM cards on 
operator networks, rather than unique subscribers. 
Duplicate SIMs, which are measured by operators as 
active SIMs and reported to the ITU in the adminis-
trative data of countries, account for at least some 
of the over-count of subscribers. Table 11 shows the 
discrepancies or the upward bias in subscription 
rates when policymakers depend on supply-side 
information to assess penetration.

Although on the basis of the supply-side data all 
sorts of interesting data analysis can be done, what 
cannot be done is the disaggregation of data on 
the basis of gender, urban–rural ratios and income 
required for policy planning and interventions 
to redress digital inequality. The findings of the 
After Access Survey undertaken in 2017 provide 
the decision-makers with the identification of the 
demand-side challenges faced by the country, and 
because the data is nationally representative and 
can be modelled, the underlying causes of poor 
policy outcomes. 

9.1 HOuSEHOLD iNDiCATOrS
The only demand-side survey of its kind, the 2017 
After Access Household and Individual User Survey, 
provides up-to-date and reliable estimates and 
insights into not only the levels of access to ICTs 
but also the nature of use, and the amounts users 
are spending on ICTs. Importantly, as the survey 
is representative of the entire population, it also 
provides data on those marginalised from services, 
such as the rural and urban poor. It also extends the 
database of nationally representative ICT access 
and use information from prior surveys conducted 
by RIA in 2007 and 2012. While the 2012 survey 
focused on adoption and use of mobile phones 
specifically, the 2017 survey focused on the use 
and access of mobile broadband services, though 
all the ITU standard indicators were collected. The 
study provides insights on the level of Internet use, 
reasons for non-use and affordability. As the RIA ICT 
Survey gathered extensive additional household 
information, including income and expenditure, 
through a method that is nationally representative, 
the findings can be disaggregated along gender 
lines into rural and urban settings and between 
users at the top of the pyramid (ToP) and the base 
of the pyramid (BoP) – information that is simply 
not available from national supply-side data 
or demand-side surveys that are not nationally 
representative.

Table 12: Summary of ICT access 

2008 2012 2017

Household with fixed line 18% 18% 8%

Household with a television 71% 78% 80%

Household with radio 78% 62% 68%

Household with desktop 14% 24% 9%

Household with laptop 14% 24% 17%

Household with tablet 5% 20% 15%

Household with Internet 5% 20% 11%

Source: RIA ICT Access and Use Surveys, 2008, 2012, 2017

Research Centre estimates smartphone penetration 

penetration, only around a quarter of Kenyans own 

lowest smartphone penetration, with only four and 
seven percent respectively of the whole population 
owning one, which translates into nine percent and 
17 percent of mobile phone ownership, respectively Figure 23: Population grouped by ‘device used’ to 

access the Internet 
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017

2%

72%

26%

Desktop/laptop Mobile phone Tablet



Digital paradox that more people come online greater inequality there is:

Ownership and use of ICTs by income
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Financial inclusion is the ability of individuals and 
business to access financial services to facilitate their 
consumption and investment activities. It allows 
families to meet their consumption needs and invest 
in their futures through improved education and 
health programmes. Financial inclusion is generally 
associated with economic and social development, 
and plays a significant role in reducing extreme 
poverty and inequalities7. Generally, most people in 
Africa do not have a bank account, except in a few 
countries such as South Africa8. The survey shows 
that the South African financial market is relative-
ly-developed, with six out of ten South African resi-
dents owning a bank account. Within the proportion 
that has access to a bank account, three percent use 
someone else’s account to access banking facilities. 
Bank account ownership in the other surveyed 

countries is very low, with only 13 percent of the pop-
ulation in Mozambique and Tanzania having access 
to one. 

The 2017 survey shows that males and people who 
live in urban areas are more likely to benefit from 
financially inclusion than females and rural area 
dwellers. Of the female population, only 54 percent 
have a bank account, compared to 60 percent of 
males who are financially included, making the 
gender gap regarding financial inclusion ten percent. 
The disparity is much more significant (34%) along 
the rural–urban axis, with 68 percent of the urban 
population having a bank account, compared to 43 
percent of the rural population. 

Financial inclusion is not only based on access to a 
bank account but also access to credit to smooth out 
consumption9. Accordingly, the 2017 survey asked 

10
DIGITAL FINANCE AND FINANCIAL 
INCLUSION

7.  Cull, R. and Holle, N. (2014). “Financial inclusion and development: Recent Impact Evidence” CGAP. Available at: https://www.

cgap.org/sites/default/files/FocusNote-Financial-Inclusion-and-Development-April-2014.pdf 

Dermirguc-Kunt, A., Klapper, L. and Singer, D. (2017). “Financial Inclusion and Inclusive Growth. A review of recent Empirical 

evidence”. World Bank Group, Policy research paper 8040. Available at: https://www.cgap.org/sites/default/files/FocusNote-

Financial-Inclusion-and-Development-April-2014.pdf

8.  RIA After Access Survey data, 2017.

9.  Kumar, A., Narain, S. and Rubbani, S. (2015). “World Bank lending for financial inclusion: Lessons from reviews of selected proj-

ects” IEG Working paper series, No. 2015/1, World Bank Group. Available at: https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/bitstream/

handle/10986/21796/949720NWP00PUB0cial0Inclusion.final.pdf?sequence=1&isAllowed=y

Table 16: Ownership and use of ICTs by gender and location

INCOME (ZAR) MOBILE PHONE SMARTPHONE INTERNET

0 – 1 583 82% 45% 51%

1 584 – 7 167 81% 38% 37%

7 168 – 7 167 95% 74% 74%

7 168 – 1 6418 100% 93% 98%

16 419 – 33 333 100% 100% 100%

33 334 – 57 333 100% 100% 100%

57 334 – 123 417 100% 100% 100%

>123417 100% 100% 100%

Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017
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Urban-rural gap in Internet activities  
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Reasons for not using the Internet 

21

ACTiviTiES ON THE iNTErNET 97

nearly 100 percent of the country being covered by 3G 
networks, Internet and data services and products are 
still unaffordable to almost half of the South African 
population. When asked what are the factors that limit 
Internet use, more than a quarter of South Africans 
stated that the Internet is too expensive to use. 

The survey finds that among those with incomes less 
than ZAR 1 583, those living in urban areas are more 
likely to use the Internet compared to those living in 
rural areas. Interestingly, the survey finds that among 
those earning between ZAR 1 584 and ZAR 7 167, those 
who live in rural areas are slightly more likely to use the 
Internet than those who live in urban areas.

12.2 NON-uSErS OF THE iNTErNET
Internet use remains strongly correlated with age, 
education attainment and income (negatively so in the 
case of age). The survey shows that 71 percent of those 
aged 15 and older in the African countries surveyed do 
not use the Internet. One of the strongest patterns in 
the data on Internet use is by age group, with at least 
80 percent of those aged 45 and older in the country 
sample not using the Internet. In South Africa the 
picture is much better, with only half of the population 
aged 15 years and older (47%) not using the Internet. 
Worryingly, the study indicates that in Mozambique, 
Rwanda and Tanzania more than 90 percent of indi-
viduals aged 45 and older do not use the Internet (see 

Figure 25). The correlation is even stronger between 
income and Internet use. The survey shows that the 
probability of not using the Internet is higher among 
low-income groups (as we saw in Table 17 above). Of 
particular concern is that in South Africa, 100 percent 
of non-users of the Internet fall in the income category 
of less than ZAR 7 167. These results show that policies 
that aim at improving Internet uptake in South Africa 
should focus on low-income earners.

Overall, affordability of devices and services is 
the primary inhibitor to Internet use in South Africa. 
Asked why they do not use the Internet, the most 
frequently cited reason (by 36.2%) was the lack of 
Internet-enabled devices such as computers and 
smartphones, with a further significant number of 
non-Internet users (15%) indicating that it is too 
expensive for them.

12.3 MOBiLE PHONE PLATFOrMS
Mobile technologies have not only led to improved 
Internet access and use of the Internet in Africa and 
the Global South, but they have also helped a number 
of African communities, especially those living in 
rural areas, to access services that were not provided 
by the market due to the high installation costs in 
low population areas. The evolution of the mobile 
networks, coupled with the advancement of mobile 
technologies, has led to the emergence of various 

Figure 25: Reasons for not using the Internet
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017
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Poor uptake in countries with highly regulated financial services, or well banked

How does South Africa compare with African countries in 
financial inclusion?
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initiatives that rely on mobile phones to provide 
financial, healthcare, agricultural, government and 
other services14. 

Mobile phones today enable consumers to use 
them to access bank accounts, transfer money and 
make and receive payments, and perform other 
financial operations. The most common form of 
mobile banking in Africa is mobile money services, 
commonly referred to as M-Pesa in Kenya. Mobile 
money has improved the degree of financial inclu-
sion in Africa by allowing people to transfer, save and 
pay bills using their mobile numbers as their account 
without the requirement to open a bank account15. 

Mobile money has become a thriving business in 
Africa, which has the highest levels of mobile money 
penetration in the world16. The 2017 RIA After Access 
Survey shows that 22 percent of people aged 15 
years and above use mobile money services in the 
surveyed countries. The survey shows that, while 
most people in Africa do not have a formal bank 
account (67%), the use of mobile money services 
has contributed significantly to financial inclusion 
in the region, especially in Eastern African countries 
(Kenya, Rwanda and Tanzania). Accounting for the 
use of mobile, the survey shows that 45 percent of 
those aged 15 and above in the surveyed countries 

Figure 26: Account ownership in seven African countries 
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017

14.  Aker, J.C. and Mbiti, I. M. (2010). “Mobile phones and economic development in Africa”, Journal of Economic Perspective, 24(3), 

207-32. Available at: https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/jep.24.3.207 

Mothobi, O. and Grzybowski, L. (2017). “Infrastructure deficiencies and adoption of mobile money in Sub-Saharan 

Africa”. Information Economics and Policy, 40©, 71-79. Available at: https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/

S0167624516301342

15.  Fanta, A.B., Mutsonziwa, K., Goosen, R., Emanuel, R. and Kettles, N (2016). “The role of mobile money is financial inclusion 

in the SADC region” Finmark Trust, Policy research paper No.3/2016. Available at: https://www.finmark.org.za/wp-content/

uploads/2016/12/mobile-money-and-financial-inclusion-in-sadc.pdf 

Olinto, P., Beegle, K., Sobrado, C. and Uematsu, H. (2013). “The State of the Poor: Where Are The Poor, Where is Extreme Poverty 

Harder to End, and What is the current profile of the World’s Poor?” The World Bank. Available at: http://siteresources.world-

bank.org/EXTPREMNET/Resources/EP125.pdf

16.  GSMA (2017). “Mobile Money Economy”. Available at: https://www.gsmaintelligence.com/

research/?file=7bf3592e6d750144e58d9dcfac6adfab&download

 

0

22,5

45

67,5

90

Kenya South Africa Ghana Tanzania Rwanda Nigeria Mozambique

Bank and mobile money account Bank account Mobile money

13

3

26

45

54

8

83

13

40

30

14

29

60

34

18

33
38

46

5858

85



In Africa mostly database outsourcing of manual labour

Very few Internet users doing platform work
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have access to financial services.
Among the surveyed countries in Africa, Kenya 

has the highest level of financial inclusion with 
84 percent of the population having access to an 
account, mostly (83%) a mobile money account. 
South Africa is ranked second regarding financial 
inclusion among the surveyed countries, but this 
is because the majority (60%) use formal banking 
services, while the use of mobile banking is as low 
as eight percent, the biggest impediment being the 
regulatory framework. While it is evident that the 
banking services in South Africa are well-developed, 
a significant proportion of the population remains 
financially excluded. It is, therefore, essential for 
policymakers to promote and support the use of 
mobile money services, which are cheap, easy to use 
and can be accessed by many.

Other than providing financial services, the 
mobile industry has established itself as a signifi-
cant enabler of employment opportunities. These 
employment opportunities are not only restricted to 

the highly-skilled labour force. Mobile phones today 
serve as a link between employees and employers, 
allowing workers to do small digital tasks, such 
as transcribing, hand-written text or determining 
whether two photographs show the same building17. 
Typically, these exercises are commonly referred 
to as microwork, and can be completed in a few 
seconds by a person without special skills or 
training. Workers are paid small amounts of money 
for completing such tasks. Such digital tasks also 
include online transport applications such as Uber 
and Taxify, and the online enablement of services 
such as deliveries, laundry and cleaning.

 Microwork or online platform jobs can potentially 
contribute to socio-economic development of low-in-
come countries by providing new job opportunities for 
those at the bottom of the pyramid. These platforms 
allow workers to choose and perform simple tasks 
online and report directly through the platform to 
receive payments in exchange18, 19. Even though these 
platforms have an enormous potential to contribute 

17.  Gillwald, A., Mothobi, O. and Shoentgen, A. (2017). “What is the state of microwork in Africa. View from seven African countries”. 

Research ICT Africa, Working paper No.2/2017. Available at: https://researchictafrica.net/wp/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/

Microwork_WorkingPaper_FINAL.pdf

18.  Mtsweni, J. and Burge, L. (2014) “The potential benefits of mobile microwork services in developing countries: Research opportu-

nities and challenges” Research Gate. Available at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/271417907_The_potential_bene-

fits_of_mobile_microwork_services_in_developing_nations_Research_opportunities_and_challenges

19.  Gillwald, A., Mothobi, O. and Shoentgen, A.(2017). “What is the state of microwork in Africa. View from seven African countries”. 

Research ICT Africa, Working paper No.2/2017. Available at: https://researchictafrica.net/wp/wp-content/uploads/2017/12/

Microwork_WorkingPaper_FINAL.pdf

Figure 27: Proportion of Internet users engaged in microwork across countries 
Source: RIA After Access Survey data, 2017
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Recommendations
‣ Review all  national licensing, spectrum and 

USF models and strategies – develop 
alternatives based on realities of extreme 
inequality

‣ adopt wider digital economy approach – create 
open data, access to big data

‣ remove all excise duties on feature and entry 
level smart phones;

‣ enable public and private extension of free 
public Wi-Fi to towns and rural with the 
connection of all public buildings;

‣ implement SA Connect to drive investment 
into underserviced areas through public 
demand aggregation and creation of incentives 
through anchor tenancies

‣ more optimal co-existence of licensed and 
unlicensed spectrum that will optimise spectrum 
for diverse needs in the country 
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‣ ICASA must assign licensed spectrum 
required for the evolution of existing 
services at a competitively determined 
(efficient use) price to ensure the build-
out of capital-intensive networks (with 
spectrum trading to correct value/use 
errors);

‣ secondary use of spectrum should be 
made available which can be delivered at 
a fraction of the price of GSM technologies;

‣ nationally allocated spectrum not in use in 
should be made available through low cost 
or licence-exempt spectrum for 
communities, non-profit providers or micro-
networks; 

‣ create incentives for infrastructure-sharing 
and support complementary investments in 
broadband networks;



A few more critical interventions
‣ nationally allocated spectrum not in use in should be made available 

through low cost or licence-exempt spectrum for communities, non-
profit providers or micro-networks;

‣ ICASA must regulate wholesales in markets where there is dominance 
as this is critical to creating the fair and competitive environment 
required to produce lower prices, better quality and range of services;

‣ create incentives for infrastructure-sharing and support 
complementary investments in broadband networks;

‣ review wholesale regulation in data market of facilities and bandwidth 
will reduce input costs for service providers and private networks; and

‣ identify short and longer term strategies to overcome human 
development constraints on digital inclusion - not only to enable 
consumption but also production.
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