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Abstract  

The purpose of this thesis is to offer an ethnographic account of the interactive 

relationship between mobile phones and urban youth in Botswana, a developing 

country in Sub-Saharan Africa. Although the adoption, consumption and meanings of 

the mobile phone among youth have received huge mention in the literature in relation 

to developed nations, to date there is very little similar research from many 

developing countries in the global South, where young people’s lifestyles are 

influenced by their distinct traditional cultures and characterised by unique socio-

economic challenges such as rural-urban migration, unemployment, poverty and the 

digital divide. Using the three methods of qualitative research, namely non-participant 

observations (including diaries) and focus group discussions with twenty-eight urban 

youth aged between 18 and 25 in Francistown and Gaborone; as well as semi-

structured interviews with thirty other people who interacted with youth participants 

in the study, I have demonstrated that mobile phones have become indispensable in 

both the general and localised aspects of youth lifestyles in Botswana.  

Although still developing, Botswana has significantly diffused mobile 

telephony countrywide, and consequently, many young people have adopted mobile 

phones to mainly expedite connectedness between them and other users, and enhance 

their social lifestyles. In particular, young people in Botswana use mobile phones to 

re-ensconce their traditional values and principles of contacting and connecting with 

their associates between their home villages, towns and settlements where they 

habitually migrate; to access public and social services that would have been difficult 

to access without the mobile phone; and to bridge the digital divide that has remained 

a serious problem in the country.  
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Furthermore, in this study I have identified that the mobile phone has also had 

implications for the traditional and economic lifestyles of youth in Botswana. There 

are incidences of theft of mobile phone devices and associated criminal attacks among 

youth. In addition, new mobile phone behaviours, including inappropriate uses and 

obtrusive texting, which defy youth traditional upbringing have emerged in Botswana. 

The conspicuous consumption of the mobile phone by youth in Botswana include 

their use of smartphone devices to construct social inclusions, and exclusions, from 

their peers in network groups; and two very distinct gendered identities, one involving 

college and university females in Botswana using colourful mobile phones and 

brightly coloured casings for their handsets as symbols of fashion and modernity, and 

the other involving their male counterparts mostly preferring to own smartphones that 

are slightly expensive as these handsets gratify their sense of having a contemporary 

personal identity and status. Moreover, as part of its consumption, people in 

Botswana, including the youth, have accorded the mobile phone with localised 

symbolic meanings that epitomise the functional, aesthetic, social and cultural 

significance of the device in their lives. In reference to their local experiences with the 

mobile phone, urban youth in Botswana portray the device as communication power, 

a perfect companion and an umbilical cord. 

In view of the findings from the study, in the concluding part of the thesis I 

argue that mobile phones have the potential to alter the social norms and cultural 

principles of youth in each society; and that although the device is a global 

technology, its adoption, consumption and meanings among youth in each society is 

bound up with the traditional lifestyles and socio-economic circumstances of youth 

being studied. Therefore, I underscore that researchers studying the interactive 
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relationship between youth and mobile phones should refrain from applying their 

findings in a global sense, but rather, they should take into account the specifics of the 

traditional cultures and socio-economic challenges of youth in each region, as these 

factors help us better understand the local experiences of youth with mobile phones. 

 

Keywords: Adoption, Botswana, consumption, ethnography, meanings, mobile 

phones, urban youth 
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Structure of this thesis 

This thesis is structured in three parts: the introduction, part one and part two. In the 

introduction section, I explain the rationale for this study, stating the study aims, 

objectives, key research questions, methodological and theoretical approaches and its 

significances. In part one, the reader is taken through the following four chapters: (1) 

Botswana in context, (2) Literature review, (3) Theoretical frameworks, and (4) 

Methodology, all of which provide explicit theoretical approaches and justifications 

for conducting this study. The final part of the thesis is a series of case studies in 

which I address the key findings and offer further examination of the key issues that 

came from this study. In particular, in Chapter 5 I present a narrative account of the 

introduction of mobile phones in Botswana and describe how urban youth adopt the 

devices. Chapter 6 offers an ethnographic account of urban youth in Botswana and 

their consumption of mobile phones, and Chapter 7 focuses on the cultural lifestyles, 

and behavioural practices during mobile phone consumption among youth in 

Botswana. In Chapter 8, I extend the focus of the enquiry by offering an analysis and 

interpretation of the symbolic meanings of the mobile phone in the context of youth in 

Botswana. My thesis ends with Chapter 9 in which I present a further analysis of the 

study findings, highlight the issues that came from the study, consider the research 

limitations and put forward recommendations for future research. 
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Introduction 

i) Aims and objectives 

The overarching aim of my study is to investigate the adoption and consumption 

(use, behavioural and cultural impacts), as well as the symbolic meanings of mobile 

phones among urban youth in Botswana. During the course of this thesis, I focus on 

the traditional lifestyles and socio-economic circumstances of youth to examine how 

the mobile phone has altered their everyday lifestyles and interpersonal relations 

with other people in society. The specific objectives of the study are as follows:  

1. To consider the mobile telephony landscape in Botswana, and 

investigate the adoption and use of the mobile phone by urban youth. 

2. To identify the impacts, behavioural activities and mobile phone 

cultures, which have emerged among urban youth in Botswana as part 

of their consumption of mobile phones. 

3. To evaluate the degree to which young people in Botswana make 

sense of mobile phones in their lives, and identify the symbolic 

meanings of the devices among the people in Botswana from the point 

of view of the local consumption of the devices by urban youth. 

 

ii) Research questions 

To achieve the above aim and objectives, this study asks the following questions:  

RQ1: What influences young people in Botswana to adopt and use mobile 

phones, and what are the specific uses to which mobile phones are put 

by urban youth in Botswana?  
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RQ2: What impacts have mobile phones had on the traditional lifestyles of 

urban youth in Botswana in relation to the way they interact with and 

relate to others, and what behavioural and cultural practices do these 

young people display as part of their consumption of mobile phones? 

RQ3: In view of the interactive relationship between urban youth in 

Botswana and the mobile phone, what symbolic meanings do the 

people in Botswana, including young people, accord the devices? 

 

My ethnographic study of adoption, consumption and meanings of mobile phones 

among urban youth in Botswana was conducted using the following three methods of 

qualitative research: non-participant observations (including diaries) and focus group 

discussions with twenty-eight urban youth aged between eighteen and twenty-five in 

Francistown and Gaborone; and semi-structured interviews with thirty other people, 

including those who interact with youth participants in the study. My study employs 

the concepts of Domestication and Apparatgeist to examine key issues that emerged 

from the findings. This is because while Domestication is useful to examine the 

social interaction between technology and people, such as the process of adoption 

and use, and the behavioural impacts (Haddon, 2003; Ling, 2004), Apparatgeist is 

useful to study the meanings of technology and how it is symbolically signified 

within the customs of society (Katz & Aakhus, 2001). 

 

iii) Statement of problem 

The need to conduct this study among youth in Botswana has been prompted by the 

following: the absence of similar studies in Botswana; prevalent media claims about 
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the implications of the mobile phone for youth society in Botswana; and a lack of 

diverse literature about youth and mobile phones from the global South region, 

particularly in countries such as Botswana.  

	  

Absence of youth and mobile phone studies in Botswana 

Since the introduction of mobile telephone communication in the 1990s, the rate of 

mobile phone subscriptions has been increasing dramatically across the globe. 

Indications are that both the developed and developing worlds continue to record a 

significant rise in mobile phone adoption and use (Ling, 2004). This has contributed 

to the ever-increasing volume of studies undertaken worldwide in an attempt to 

understand the relationship between youth and mobile phones. In these studies, it has 

been observed that young people use mobile phones for communication purposes 

(Kasesniemi & Rautiainen, 2001; Oksman & Turtiainen, 2004), as a statement of 

social identity and status (Bond, 2010; Walsh et al., 2009), a personalised accessory 

of fashion (Foley et al., 2007; Katz & Sugiyama, 2006) and a convergent multimedia 

device that is useful for entertainment (Haddon, 2008), photography (Gye, 2008; 

Hjorth, 2008b) and accessibility to the Internet (Okada, 2006; Sooryamoorthy et al., 

2008). Moreover, other scholars have underscored that mobile phones are global 

technology (Castells et al., 2007), and that the devices have changed the way young 

people interact amongst themselves (Green & Singleton, 2009; Hjorth, 2008b), the 

way they behave and the way they coordinate their social lifestyles (Ling, 2004; 

Oksman & Turtiainen, 2004). Although much of the literature resulting from these 

studies is empirically grounded, at the same time this literature tends to focus on 

mobile phone adoption and use from the Western and Westernised contexts. As I will 
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demonstrate in Chapter 2 of this thesis, perhaps this has been because many of the 

studies that examine the intersection between youth and mobile phones were 

conducted in developed countries or focus on more developed communities in 

developing countries. Against this backdrop, and with a view towards expanding our 

knowledge about mobile phone adoption and consumption among youth, more 

research needs to be conducted in the global South nations such as Botswana where 

youth face unique socio-economic challenges and live distinct traditional lifestyles 

that are characterised by the Setswana values and principles.  

   

Prevalent media claims about the implications of mobile phones for Botswana youth 

Recent studies report that digital communication technologies play a major role in 

many developing regions and are used to improve the quality of life (Brewer et al., 

2005). Wright (1995) on the other hand, postulates that with the introduction of new 

communication technology in each society, one may anticipate transformations in 

traditional local cultures and in local ways of life. This might be the case with 

Botswana since the introduction of mobile phones in 1998. For instance, media 

reports from Botswana indicate that the mobile phone is used by young people to 

communicate, send emails and instant messages, play music and listen to FM radio 

(Pheko, 2011). It has also been reported in the media that mobile phones help to 

promote health in Botswana by affording medical practitioners the opportunity to 

communicate with each other and extend tele-medicinal care services to citizens, 

including youth in rural villages and remote settlements (Bhattacharyya, 2010). In 

addition, the local media has reported that incidences of crime organized through the 

use of the mobile phone, have escalated among young people in Botswana (Maganu, 
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2005). For instance, there are reports of economically motivated assaults on youth 

individuals in Botswana in which perpetrators targeted mobile phones (Maganu, 

2005; Setsiba, 2005). As stated in these media reports, usually the perpetrators are 

youth. Furthermore, incidences of passion killings among youth have been reported 

in Botswana (Mookodi, 2004), with the local media often blaming these on the 

consumption of mobile phones among young people (Chirimubwe, 2006).  

Yet some of these media reports about the use of the mobile phone by youth 

in Botswana often account for a single or few incidents. Moreover, the local media 

reports in Botswana do not emphasise the specific uses of these devices in view of 

the challenges that young people in Botswana face, and perhaps they only reveal a 

few uses of the devices. Therefore, this study will be a starting point in this regard, as 

it focuses on the interactive relationship between youth and mobile phones in 

Botswana, to investigate the adoption, consumption and symbolic meanings of 

mobile phones among young people in Botswana, as well as examining how the 

devices impact on their social and traditional lifestyles.  

 

Global versus local literature 

Since a majority of the studies of the intersection between youth and mobile phones 

have been conducted in Western countries and Westernised regions in developing 

countries, the general assumptions made by the researchers are that the cultural 

issues reported from these studies represent a global scenario. Nevertheless, Nilan 

(2011) recommends that researchers should ensure that the agenda for their research 

on youth issues is specific to the cultural contexts in each society. Hawkins (2006) 

also suggests that the social contexts within which each culture is being impacted by 
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technology are critically significant, and should be considered in any research. 

Significantly then, future research on youth and mobile phones should be concerned 

to extend the focus of studies to developing regions, such as Botswana, where young 

people’s lives are characterised by unique traditions and diverse socio-economic 

backgrounds. 

 

iv) Scope of this study 

It has been established that young people worldwide are easily attracted to digital 

communication technologies such as mobile phones (Druin, 2009), and can afford to 

purchase these devices. Conceivably, Druin’s (2009) viewpoint also includes urban 

youth in Botswana. Thus, their interactive relationships with mobile phones provide 

a convenient focus for analysis. Another important factor here is that youth in 

Botswana represent a fifth of the country’s population (Botswana Central Statistics 

Office, 2012), hence research based on this group provides an insight into the future 

use and impact of mobile phones in the general population. In addition, it is 

important to note that this study was conducted exclusively on young people in the 

cities of Francistown and Gaborone. The decision to study youth in these cities is 

primarily because it is in these places where they can be easily targeted and reached 

in large numbers. Also, in these places there are several mobile phone shops and 

mobile phone usage is extensive because of the adequacy of mobile phone network 

signal, thus, many young people targeted for this study in these places are familiar 

with mobile phones and how to use them.   
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v) Significance of this study 

My study is significant in two ways. Theoretically, it makes an important 

contribution to the general literature about the interactive relationship between youth 

and mobile phones from the global South perspective, particularly in Sub-Saharan 

Africa. There is a need to constantly study this relationship because technology 

keeps evolving, hence its impact on the society is continuously changing and the 

literature from studies is limited by the time that those studies were undertaken. 

Furthermore, Sub-Saharan Africa has been classified as an ‘information poor’ region 

with a wide digital divide (Gebremichael & Jackson, 2006) where many people do 

not have access to modern information technology (Fuchs & Horak, 2008). As a 

result, mobile phones, especially smartphones may be useful to bridge the digital 

divide gap in this regard. This is because there are reports that the use of the mobile 

phone is on the rise in Africa (Hahn & Kibora, 2008), yet the impact of the device, 

and its lasting implications on the lives of many young people in the continent has 

not been fully explored. Therefore, the findings from my study provide insights into 

the usefulness of the mobile phone to enhance the quality of lives and the well-being 

of young people, such as to deliver social services, promote citizenship and learning 

at schools. Practically, my study may be useful in terms of informing mobile 

telephony service providers, legislatures and tele-communications authorities in 

Botswana about the mobile telephony landscape in the country, such as the adoption, 

consumption and impact of the device among young people. 

 In the next chapter, I clarify and discuss in more detail the factors that 

influenced my decision to study the use of mobile technology among youth in 

Botswana. 
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Chapter 1 Botswana in context 

1.1 Introduction 

Botswana presents a unique case for conducting this study because like the rest of the 

countries in the global South, it has recorded dramatic growth and diffusion of 

mobile phones over the past few years. In addition, the citizens of Botswana live 

distinctive lives characterised by a unique traditional culture and many socio-

economic challenges. Despite the spread of mobile telephony to Botswana and the 

conditions of lives of its citizens, empirical research on the interactive relationship 

between youth and mobile phones in the country has never been conducted. 

Therefore, with a view to more clearly understanding this, my study considers the 

cultural lifestyles and socio-economic contexts of youth in Botswana, as well as the 

development of mobile telephony countrywide. Brief information about Botswana 

and the descriptive analysis of its citizens, especially youth, that reinforces the 

uniqueness of Botswana for this study, are presented in the sections below.  

 

1.2 Botswana in context 

Landlocked within the Southern Africa region, between Angola, Namibia, South 

Africa, Zambia and Zimbabwe, Botswana has grown from a poor country whose 

expenditures were dependent on foreign aid in 1966, to a self-sustainable nation with 

a reasonable economy, and a GDP per capita of above US$7,650 as of 2012 (The 

World Bank Group, 2012). This has been made possible by the country’s much 

trumpeted democratic principles and the rich mineral and beef export industries that 

were quickly established, and remained sustainable since independence (Jain & 

Mutula, 2001).  
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Gaborone (the capital city) and Francistown are Botswana’s main urban areas 

with a combined population of slightly over 330 000 people, representing about 15% 

of the country’s total population (Botswana Central Statistics Office, 2012). Mainly, 

this population consists of children and young adults who, from time to time, migrate 

between rural and urban areas to attend colleges and universities and seek 

employment. Gaborone is located in the south of the country while Francistown is 

located in the north. The two cities lie about 430 kilometres apart from each other 

along the eastern part of Botswana. In these two cities, telecommunications 

infrastructures, including that of mobile telephony are centrally located ensuring that 

standard mobile communication services are, for the most part, possible. Although 

unemployment is still high in Botswana (Siphambe, 2003), Gaborone and 

Francistown are more industrialized and multi-cultural than other places in the 

country, with different ethnic groups and races. Elsewhere in Botswana, settlements 

tend to be rural, remote and less populated with higher levels of unemployment and a 

huge digital divide (Mogotlhwane, Talib, & Mokwena, 2011). Consequently, in 

remote places there are few potential subscribers for mobile phones, while in urban 

locations almost everyone, including young people, owns a mobile phone.  

 

1.3 The socio-economic and cultural contexts of youth in Botswana 

Urban youth in Botswana offer an interesting case for study because of two factors. 

First, they are raised in a distinct way of life characterized by the traditional values 

and principles that are entrenched in the Setswana1 lifestyle. Second, the lives of 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 . Setswana is a traditional way of life for the people of Botswana.	  
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young people in Botswana are impacted by unique socio-economic challenges, most 

of which are specific to young people in developing nations. 

Within Setswana, some of the generally accepted traditional values and 

attitudes include setho (being humane to other persons), tlotlo (respect and obedience 

to adults) and maitseo (good manners) (Mogapi, 1992). Taken as a set, these values 

indoctrinate how young people should socially interact with other people in society. 

Through these values, young people in Botswana are encouraged to display good 

behaviours whenever they interact with everyone, known or unknown to them, in 

their communities. As part of their upbringing, many young people in Botswana are 

raised in extended families, where they are given guidance into adulthood by their 

parents, aunties, uncles and grandparents as socially prescribed in the Setswana 

tradition. In most cases, during adolescence young people are counselled by their 

uncles and aunts who are older than the young people themselves, but younger than 

their parents. Specifically, uncles are expected to advise adolescent males on matters 

of manhood whereas aunts advise adolescent females on matters of womanhood. 

Also, since young people live together in households with some of their cousins they 

have a significant amount of connection with them, and typically grow up together as 

playmates. Expectations are that while they grow up, such social connections with 

these members of their extended families should be maintained. Botswana youth are 

also expected to conduct themselves in an orderly way and show courtesy to other 

people from all walks of life.  

Young people in Botswana are also encouraged by their parents to participate 

in and attend get-togethers that are often held in their societies such as weddings, 

funerals, customary events and festivals. Moreover, as they transit into adulthood, 
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young people are expected to take care of other siblings in return, and in most cases 

these include their younger brothers and sisters as well as cousins, parents and 

grandparents.  

Importantly, embracing the Setswana values and principles guarantees young 

people in Botswana strong affection and good connections with their parents, 

relatives and other people in their communities. In Setswana, if a young person does 

not display good manners, they are said to misrepresent their family and the society 

which they belong to (Makgeng, 2000). Therefore, to ensure that youth are reminded 

of their customary values, the traditional Setswana lifestyle is taught in all public 

schools in Botswana. Parents at household levels and teachers at schools are also 

responsible for making sure that young people’s behaviours and attitudes are 

accurate reflections of Setswana. Also, within each tribal set-up, the Chiefs, who are 

commonly referred to as ‘Dikgosi’, oversee all people in the communities and ensure 

that Setswana principles and values are widely practiced (Mogapi, 1992). 

Furthermore, in its effort to preserve Setswana at the national level, the Botswana 

Government established a Ministry of Youth, Sports and Culture (MYSC) in 2007. 

Among other things, the main duty of the Ministry is to promote and safeguard the 

Setswana tradition against other foreign cultures that have emerged due to mass 

media, new communication technologies and globalization. The MYSC is also 

mandated to assist youth to develop personal qualities and attitudes, gain necessary 

knowledge and skills of how to be creative, confident and self-reliant (MYSC 

Botswana, 2008).  

Christianity, being the country’s main religion, also plays some part in 

shaping Botswana youth’s moral attitudes and behaviours. Christian lifestyles also 
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emphasise the same values such as respect for other persons, including adults, and 

elderly people, displaying good manners and trustworthiness. Given the strong 

traditional Setswana values that continue to inform everyday in Botswana, one key 

aim of my study is to examine how young people’s use of mobile phone technology 

impacts on their understanding of and respect for such values. 

 Recent research has revealed that young people in Botswana face many 

socio-economic challenges such as the high prevalence of HIV/AIDS (Gobopamang, 

2003; Phaladze & Tlou, 2006), unemployment (Siphambe, 2003), gender imbalance 

(Langen, 2005), crime (Balogi, 2004), poverty (Greener, Jefferis, & Siphambe, 

2000), poor and unstable relationships (Malete, 2007), sexuality and sexual abuse 

(McIlwaine & Datta, 2004; Seloilwe & Thupayagale-Tshweneagae, 2009) and 

frequent migrations between rural and urban places (Campbell, 2010; de Haan, 1999; 

Stephens, 1975). Thus, given their socio-economic circumstances, it is necessary to 

investigate how young people in Botswana have benefited from the use of mobile 

phones, and how their consumption of the devices has helped to alter the challenges 

that they face.  

 

1.4 Access to information and communication technology (ICT) in Botswana 

Education is provided free to all youth in public schools in Botswana. It has also 

been made compulsory that every young person in Botswana aged between seven 

and seventeen must attend primary and secondary education. Starting with primary 

school, children are taught courses ranging from elementary Mathematics, 
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Languages (including Setswana 2  and English), History and Sciences. Despite 

acquiring basic education, and with the exception of mobile phones, many people in 

Botswana, including youth do not have access to ICT. Although in some cases young 

people in Botswana are introduced to computers in secondary schools, they only 

have limited access to ICT in the form of computers and the Internet in colleges and 

universities, and sometimes in workplaces countrywide. In fact, many people outside 

these places do not have an opportunity to use the computer and have no accessibility 

to the Internet. Other limited access to ICT, especially computers and the Internet in 

Botswana is possible at the Post Offices in large villages countrywide. Mascom 

Wireless3 , in partnership with the Ministry of Transport and Communications 

(MTC)4 has also made very limited efforts to introduce Kitsong5 centres in some 

villages across the country, with a view to extending access to basic ICTs 

countrywide. This scenario of limited access to computers and the Internet 

demonstrates a huge digital divide in Botswana. However, considering that mobile 

phones are widely accessible to many people countrywide, it is therefore necessary 

to establish if and how the introduction and consumption of the devices have helped 

to bridge this gap. 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
2. In addition to the traditional way of life, Setswana also refers to the native language of the 

people of Botswana.
 

3. Mascom Wireless is a local mobile phone operator in Botswana. 	  

4. MTC is the Botswana Government ministry responsible for telecommunications services.	  
5. Kitsong are centres established in the villages in Botswana where people have limited 

access to basic ICT such as computers, photocopiers, photo scanners, landline telephones 

and facsimile.	  
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1.5 History of telecommunications in Botswana 

The history of mobile telephony in Botswana is associated with the establishment of 

telecommunication systems that were installed to enhance communication services 

after the country’s independence in 1966. During those early years, there were urgent 

demands to improve the communication sector to help cater for the increasing 

agriculture and mining industries, since these were then regarded as the ‘cash cows’ 

of Botswana’s growing economy (Marobela, 2008). Landline telephones were 

among the first discernible efforts in this regard, especially in towns and large 

villages. Also at that time, the pace of urbanization had also gained momentum, and 

more industries in Botswana were established in urban places such as Francistown, 

Gaborone, Jwaneng, Lobatse and Selibe Phikwe to which many people migrated 

seeking employment. As a result, people who took up residence in these towns 

wanted to contact their families and relatives whom they had left behind in the 

villages, and this increased the need to establish and extend telecommunication 

technologies and services to these towns and several villages countrywide. Similarly, 

the rise in literacy levels among the people in Botswana over the first three decades 

after Botswana’s independence in 1966 also propelled demands to expand 

information and communication systems across the country (Rantao, 1996). In view 

of these needs, the Botswana Telecommunications Cooperation (BTC) was 

established as a quasi-governmental organisation in 1980 to facilitate and manage 

telecommunication services within the country (Botswana Telecommunications 

Corporation, 2007). Bloomberg BusinessWeek (2011) reported that the first BTC 

products and services included the “provision of public pay phones, landline 
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telephones in homes and offices, telephone instruments, management of core 

network and technology strategies in Botswana’s telecommunications sector”.  

 By 1995, many homes in Botswana’s main towns and a majority of 

government and private organization offices across the country were installed with 

fixed telephone lines. Similarly, the establishment in 1996 of ‘Vision 2016’6 called 

for more improvements of the telecommunication systems with a view to enhancing 

the lives of citizens (Botswana Vision 2016 Council, 2010). Vision 2016 also 

provided for the enhancement of communication infrastructures as the country aims 

to become an innovative, educated and informed nation by the year 2016. Generally, 

this growth of telecommunications services in Botswana is currently evidenced 

through accessibility to landline telephones, facsimile, mobile phones and the 

Internet among the people in Botswana. 

 

1.6 The mobile telephony landscape in Botswana 

The history of mobile telephony in Botswana dates back to 1998 when both Mascom 

Wireless and Vista Cellular (rebranded Orange Botswana) were introduced. These 

two mobile communication operators were the first to go mobile in a 

telecommunications industry that was for some years dominated by a fixed landline 

telephone service under the monopoly of BTC. During the first three years of their 

introduction, Mascom and Orange experienced slow business, as many people were 

hesitant to adopt mobile phone technology. However, this changed in subsequent 

years when mobile phones became popular in Botswana and mobile telephony 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
6. Vision 2016 is a road map for Botswana. The year 2016 will mark fifty years since 

Botswana gained independence.	  
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expanded to include mobile communication. Ten years after mobile telephony was 

introduced in Botswana, the third mobile operator, BTC Be Mobile, was licensed to 

operate alongside Mascom and Orange. These three local operators provide mobile 

communication services such as voice calls, text messages and mobile Internet. In 

addition, they sell mobile phone products and provide other value added services 

such as mobile money and mobile banking.  

 Up until 2012, licensing and monitoring of all telecommunications in 

Botswana, including mobile telephony was the responsibility of the Botswana 

Telecommunications Authority (BTA). After its mandate was expanded to include 

all communication services in Botswana in 2012, the BTA transformed into the 

Botswana Communications Regulatory Authority (BOCRA)7. In a study conducted 

by the BTA in 2010, it was revealed that the mobile telephony market has shown 

signs of strong penetration and signal coverage, especially in urban areas and major 

rural villages in Botswana (Botswana Telelcommunications Authority, 2010). As 

indicated from the BTA survey, subscription to mobile phones recorded an increase 

in the penetration rate from 33% in 2005 to 131% in 2010 (see table 1), reaching a 

total of about 2,363,411 subscribers among a population of fewer than 2 million. The 

BOCRA study also revealed that new markets in Botswana were guaranteed due to 

multiple subscription among youth. Customer subscriptions options are post paid and 

prepaid, with prepaid subscription recorded at about 98% and post paid at 2%. This 

is because in Botswana, prepaid subscriptions are more affordable, especially to 

young people since they sell at slightly cheaper and manageable costs than post-paid. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
7. BOCRA is a quasi-governmental corporation that regulates the communications sector, 

including mobile communication in Botswana. 	  
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Indications are that Mascom had more subscribers because it was the first of the 

three local operators to extend its services to many villages in Botswana. 

 
Penetration Rate % 

Market 
2005 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 

Mobile 
571 437 

(33%) 

823 070 

(48%) 

1 151 761 

(97%) 

1 485 791  

(98%) 

1 874 101 

(105%) 

2 363 411 

(131%) 

Fixed 
136 423 

(8%) 

132 034  

(8%) 

136 946 

 (8%) 

142 282  

(8%) 

144 195   

(8%) 

137 422 

(7.6%) 

     
Table 1.   Telephone market penetration between 2005 and 2010 

Source: BTA Annual Report (2010) 

 

However, since the Botswana Government financially supports BTC BeMobile, it is 

quickly establishing a base in many villages across Botswana, extensively 

advertising its products to target youth and attract more subscribers. However, 

although the BOCRA study offered a clear indication that many people have 

subscribed to use mobile phones, and that mobile telephony has grown in Botswana, 

it does not clearly explain the level of acceptance, the process of acquisition and the 

general consumption of mobile phones among young people in Botswana. In this 

study, I am concerned to examine both the diffusion and structure of mobile 

telephony in Botswana, with a view to establishing how these have facilitated the 

adoption and consumption of mobile phones by urban youth.  

 

1.7  Conclusion 

During the course of this chapter I have been concerned to explain why Botswana 

presents a good case for studying mobile phone adoption, consumption and meanings 
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among its urban youth. In doing so, I have identified that Botswana is one of the 

developing countries where research on the interactive relationship between youth 

and mobile phones has never been conducted. Also, young people in Botswana are 

raised in a Setswana lifestyle rich with unique traditional values and principles, and 

that they also face socio-economic challenges that are somewhat distinct from those 

faced by their counterparts in other countries. In addition, mobile telephony has 

grown dramatically in Botswana since 1998 with strong penetration across the 

country. Clearly, these three issues suggest that Botswana presents a good case for 

conducting an exploratory study to investigate the interactive relationship between 

youth and mobile phones. Since there is no related scholarly research conducted in 

Botswana to align with this study, the research will add a new dimension to the 

already existing literature on young people and mobile phone use in other parts of the 

world. 

 The following chapter provides an overview of recent studies conducted to 

investigate the adoption, consumption and meanings of mobile phones among youth 

in countries such as the USA, the UK, Italy, Norway, Sweden, Australia, New 

Zealand, Jamaica, El Salvador, Japan, South Korea, India, Pakistan, Malaysia, 

Taiwan, Philippines, Israel, South Africa, Burkina Faso and Ghana.  
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Chapter 2   Literature review 

2.1 Introduction 

The principal aim of this chapter is to identify the existing dominant discourses that 

surround youth’s interactive relationships with mobile phones, and the ways in which 

these are associated with the social and cultural contexts of youth in different regions 

in the world. The literature sources that I have examined come from a wide range of 

disciplines such as sociology, information science, communication and economics 

and include refereed journal articles, books, edited book chapters, and papers 

presented at scholarly conference proceedings. This chapter is organised into four 

parts. In the first part I consider the geographic focus of previous studies 

investigating youth and mobile phones, indicating the way in which many of these 

studies are predominantly centred in Western and Westernised contexts. Next, I 

consider the key factors that have enabled and influenced mobile phone adoption 

among youth. In part three I focus on the consumption of mobile phones by youth in 

various societies in both the global North and South, and the way in which these 

differ from one social context to another. The final part of the chapter provides a 

review of the literature from studies investigating the impacts, behavioural and 

cultural practices of youth as part of their consumption of mobile phones. Also 

included in the last section of the chapter is an examination of the studies that focus 

on the social and cultural construction of mobile phones in relation to how young 

people in various societies make sense of the devices.  
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2.2 Youth and mobile phone studies 

There is no doubt that globally, the rate of mobile phone adoption and the levels of 

use of the device has prompted much interest from many scholars (Goggin, 2007). 

So far, there is a considerable amount of research on youth and mobile phones that 

has been carried out in nations of the global North such as the USA (Chen & Katz, 

2009), Australia (Satchell & Graham, 2010), New Zealand (Broege, 2009), Canada 

(Middleton, 2008), Hong Kong (Lin & Tong, 2008), Japan (Ito, 2005), Norway 

(Ling, 2004; Skog, 2001), Sweden (Axelsson, 2010) and the UK (Davie, Panting, & 

Charlton, 2004; Green, 2003). Initially, researchers interested in youth and mobile 

phones focused primarily on the significance of the technological features and 

functions of mobile phone devices in the lives of young people. Subsequently, 

however, studies begun to focus on the socio-cultural implications and behavioural 

activities as these were informed by mobile phone consumption among youth. For 

example, Bond (2010) studied the use of mobile phones in relation to youth’s 

intimate and sexual relationships in Suffolk; Schroeder (2010) focused on comparing 

the lifestyles of youths with mobile phones in Sweden to those in the USA. Chen and 

Katz (2009) studied patterns of mobile phone usage among college undergraduate 

students in Rutgers University. Miyaki (2006) examined how Japanese elementary 

and junior high school students use Keitai – the Japanese term for the mobile phone. 

Wilska (2003) conducted a study to find out how young people use mobile phones in 

Finland. In other studies, Foley et al. (2007) explored the lives of young Australian 

women with regard to the significance of their mobile phones while in public places, 

and Satchell and Graham (2010) investigated the ways young Australians convey 

their identity through mobile content. 



	   21	  

Despite the high prevalence of studies examining youth and mobile phones in 

the global North, the literature also indicates that some researchers have started to 

show an interest in studying the relationship between youth and mobile phones in the 

global South. However, so far, only very little research has been conducted in Sub-

Saharan Africa, Far East Asia, South America and the Scandinavian region. For 

instance, Bosch (2008) focused her research on adolescent girls’ general use of 

mobile phones in Cape Town, in South Africa. Donner (2007) researched youth 

practices of exchanging text messages through intentional missed calls on mobile 

phones among young people in Kigali, the Rwandan capital. In another study, Hahn 

and Kibora (2008) focused their study on the Domestication of mobile phones in 

some towns in Burkina Faso. Sey (2011) also considered the relevance of the mobile 

phone among citizens, including youth, in the city of Accra and the village of 

Apemanim, in Ghana, and Batson-Savage (2008) investigated the issues of sex and 

sexuality in relation to mobile phone use among urban youth in Jamaica. Bolin 

(2010) examined how people, including youth, domesticated the mobile phone in 

Estonian towns, and Karim et al. (2009) studied how age and gender influenced the 

adoption and appropriation of mobile phones among youth in Malaysia.  

Acknowledging that currently there are many studies of the interactive 

relationship between youth and mobile phones conducted in the global North, and 

that there are few similar studies conducted in the global South, many researchers 

continue to argue the case for further research in other parts of the economically 

developing world (Donner, 2008; Goggin, 2013; Halewood & Kenny, 2008). As 

Goggin (2013) notes,  
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[w]ork from the ‘global south’ is all the more important given the 

shifting geopolitical coordinates of mobile media and mobile internet, 

where our taken-for-granted ideas of mobiles, online media, their 

histories and cultures stand to be dramatically altered. (p. 86).  

 

With a view to providing further insights about youth’s interaction with mobile 

phones in the global South, the current study focuses on urban youth in Botswana, 

where, as I have noted in the previous chapter, no comparable research has thus far 

been conducted. 

 

2.3 Mobile phone adoption by youth 

Over the past years, mobile telephony penetration has increased dramatically in 

various countries as many citizens have started to adopt and use mobile phones 

(Kalba, 2008; Teo & Pok, 2003). Many people in both the economically developed 

and developing worlds have access to mobile phones. In particular, many young 

people in the USA, Japan, Norway, Sweden and Australia, own and use mobile 

phones (Axelsson, 2010; Katz & Sugiyama, 2006; Ling, 2004). With regard to the 

economically developing world, Kalba (2008) notes,  

 

[w]hereas in past diffusion of communications media, the impact in 

“third world” markets was generally limited (i.e., to a small elite and/or 

large workplaces), mobile adoption has occurred on a widespread basis 

in the past few years in India, Africa and other low-income markets. (p. 

660).  
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In support of Kalba’s claim, other empirical studies report high mobile telephony 

penetration rates in Africa (Chabossou et al. 2009), in Jamaica, Colombia and El 

Salvador (James, 2012), in India (Biancini, 2011) and in Taiwan (Tsai, 2012). Karim 

et al. (2009) also indicate that in other countries, such as Malaysia, there is high 

penetration of mobile phones, such that the total number of subscribers outnumbers 

the total population. However, it must be noted that in many countries, a significant 

number of network operators provide mobile phone services, and some subscribers 

have a tendency to subscribe to more than one network, hence the high number of 

mobile phone subscriptions. 

Due to this exponential growth of mobile telephony globally, researchers 

have been conducting studies to investigate mobile phone adoption among youth in 

various countries. In some of these studies, researchers have focused their attention 

on exploring the structural issues that facilitate mobile phone adoption, as well as 

explaining the factors that influence youth’s adoption of the devices. These are 

discussed further in the next sub-sections. 

 

2.3.1 Facilitating factors of mobile phone adoption 

In his review of the studies of mobile phone use in developing countries, Donner 

(2008) identifies a category of three structural issues that have facilitated mobile 

phone adoption in various countries: the diffusion of mobile telephony; the 

associated regulatory frameworks; the structures of various mobile telephony sectors. 

According to Donner (2008), the patterns of diffusion, pricing of mobile phone 

products and services, associated regulatory frameworks, structure of networks and 
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the availability of network signals, all have implications for the appropriation and 

use of mobile phones in each society. This is because as long as the spread of mobile 

telephony remains slow in each country, the adoption of mobile phones by citizens 

will become complex. Relatedly, Gruber and Verboven (2001) and Rouvinen (2006) 

both recognize that the spread of mobile phones is dependent upon comprehensive 

strategies that include sound regulatory and licensing frameworks in each country, as 

this allows for fair competition between networks.  

Studies conducted in various countries indicate that Governments play a 

significant role in facilitating mobile phone penetration. For instance, Hwang et al. 

(2009, p. 535) stated that in Vietnam, the Government introduced a “market-opening 

policy” to allow more network operators into the mobile telephony market with a 

view to spreading mobile telephony countrywide. As part of these policies, the 

Vietnamese Government also introduced favourable “pricing control regulations” to 

ensure that there was increased adoption and use of mobile phones and associated 

services by users, including youth. Consequently, the diffusion of mobile phones 

increased dramatically in Vietnam. Another facilitating factor pointed out by Hwang 

et al. (2009) is that the already established communication technologies that were 

used during the establishment of fixed telephones in Vietnam were significantly 

expedient in the diffusion of mobile phones, especially since these were utilised to 

spread mobile communication signals.  

It has also been reported that mobile telephony was efficiently diffused across 

Colombia, and prospects for access to mobile phones increased dramatically 

countrywide after the Government introduced sound operational policies in 1991 that 

guided the licensing of network operators to allow for “private” and “public-private” 
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ownership of mobile network operators (Gamboa & Otero, 2009, p. 613). Through 

these policies, fair competition was established amongst the local mobile network 

operators, such that two different networks between Celumovil, Celumovil Costa, 

Comcel, Occel, Cocelco and Celcaribe operated in each one of the three regions in 

Colombia. Through this structure, citizens in various towns and villages across 

Colombia had access to mobile phones as the licensed mobile operator efficiently 

served them. Simultaneously, the adoption and use of mobile telephony increased 

countrywide. 

In another study that considered efforts by various Governments in low and 

middle income countries to spread mobile telephony, James (2012) determined that 

Jamaica and El Salvador have done the most to ensure that citizens have access to 

mobile phones and related services. Specifically for Jamaica, this became possible 

due to the liberalization of mobile telephony markets through which mobile 

operators were licensed and competed for subscribers, as this extended the rate of 

mobile phone adoption and scope of use (James, 2012). In El Salvador, mobile 

telephony penetration rose due to privatization in the sector, such that foreign 

investors were permitted to establish mobile network operators in the country 

(James, 2012). In so doing, the number of mobile operators increased and citizens of 

El Salvador had many options as to the choice of operator they would want to 

subscribe to. However, Kalba (2008) offers a different view in suggesting that, with 

regard to mobile markets in low income nations, it is not always the high number of 

network operators that guarantees a high number of subscribers. Kalba’s viewpoint is 

that in these countries, the diffusion of mobile phones is mostly a result of the 

innovative approaches that include extending mobile infrastructures to rural areas 
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and the introduction of prepaid mobile phone products. Kalba’s view is supported by 

Minges (1999), who reported high penetration of mobile phones in some countries in 

Africa due to prepaid subscription. This highlights the relevance of prepaid 

subscriptions as an efficacious option in countries with serious economic constraints, 

and where the majority of citizens cannot afford post-paid contracts. Through 

prepaid subscriptions, users can purchase mobile phone products with caution and in 

situations where there is an acute need.  

Although the literature above indicates that mobile telephony has been widely 

diffused and accepted in many countries, what appears to be scarce, however, are 

empirical studies that examine the factors that facilitate mobile phone adoption in 

other developing countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. Kaba et al. (2009) note,  

 

Unfortunately, research dealing with ICT adoption and use in Sub-

Saharan Africa (or even in many other developing countries) has paid 

little attention to micro-level factors related to ICT use – such as 

perception, motivation, and social variables – which directly influence 

the decision to adopt and use these technologies. (p. 273). 

 

Considering that each economically developing country faces unique economic 

constraints (Donner, 2008), and that these challenges play a significant role in the 

penetration of mobile phones, it is worth understanding how mobile telephony has 

diffused and is structured in many developing countries, such as Botswana.  

Kaba et al. (2009) further pointed out, “information on these areas is what is 

needed in order to develop professional communication plans and practices that 
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effectively address cell-phone use in emerging economies” (p .273). As I will 

presently go on to demonstrate in this thesis, the diffusion and structural issues in 

mobile telephony sector in Botswana have significantly contributed to the adoption, 

appropriation and consumption of mobile phones countrywide, including among 

urban youth. 

 

2.3.2 Factors that influence mobile phone adoption among youth  

As noted above, the second dominant topic in the literature on youth adoption of 

mobile phones concerns the factors that influence the adoption of the devices. Much 

of the research indicates that youth in various regions have adopted the mobile phone 

because of its accessibility, portability, micro-coordination, entertainment, 

multimedia features and other information sharing possibilities (Ling, 2004). As 

observed by Lull (2001), during mobile phone adoption young people also find these 

devices to be multi-purposive, friendly to use and relatively affordable. 

Subsequently, they quickly adopted and use the devices in their everyday lives. For 

instance, young people in Gloucestershire adopt the mobile phone because of its 

attractiveness, such as for fashion and its emancipation aspects (Davie et al., 2004). 

As part of this, the handsets that appealed most strongly to young people, such as the 

ones that offered them opportunities for assessing the Internet, were quickly adopted. 

In a study conducted among students of a Dutch university, it was reported that the 

students adopted the mobile phone because of its practical benefits, which included 

being always connected and being able to communicate more quickly while on the 

move (Peters & Allouch, 2005). Also in Norway, it was found that teenagers adopted 

mobile phones that they could afford (Ling & Helmersen, 2000). The findings from 
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the studies cited above suggest significant contrasts in the ways that youth in 

different countries adopt mobile phone and their reasons for doing so. Thus, whereas 

young people in the Gloucestershire study considered the aesthetic value of mobile 

phones, those in the Netherlands predominantly considered the functionality of the 

devices, while teenagers in Norway focused on the issue of cost whenever they 

wanted to acquire a mobile phone device.  

 Roberts and Pick (2008) also note that in adopting the mobile phone, youth in 

middle and high income countries consider factors such as the ability of the device to 

function with ease and connect to the World Wide Web. For instance, in South 

Korea, young people prefer to use mobile phones with technological functions such 

as web connectivity, a digital camera, and the ability to play music and games 

(Leung & Wei, 2000). Similar findings are reported in Australia, where young 

people in Melbourne and Sydney adopt a mobile phone because of its ability to offer 

enhanced multimedia services such as connectivity to the web (Carroll et al., 2003). 

The other factors that youth in Melbourne and Sydney consider during the adoption 

of mobile phones include fashion style, cost and perceived usefulness (Carroll et al., 

2003). According to Carroll et al. (2003, p. 41), when young people in Australia set 

out to acquire a new mobile phone they look for the most appealing handsets, and the 

services that cost the least and are easily manageable. Also in Singapore, Internet 

users, including youth, consider social factors such as usefulness and appearances of 

mobile phones as the main factors that influence their adoption (Teo & Pok, 2003). 

To a greater extent, mobile Internet on the mobile phone also served as the main 

important communication platform for many young people in these countries, hence 

the need to adopt a mobile phone and carry it around with them. Pagani (2004) found 



	   29	  

that youth aged twenty-one to twenty-eight in Italy and the USA considered a 

number of factors during their adoption of mobile multimedia services, including 

mobile phones: these included, perceived usefulness, perceived ease of use, cost and 

speed of the network service. According to the participants in that study, the features 

that defined ease of use included “effective navigation tools” and “full exploitation 

of enhanced features” (Pagani, 2004, p. 56). It has also been reported that mass 

adoption of 3G mobile phones amongst a study of users, who included youth aged 

under twenty-five in Taiwan, was connected to the perceived utility of a new 

technology, the perceived utility of a new service and the perceived utility of a new 

handset (Teng et al., 2009).  

 Research conducted in middle and low-income countries also presents both 

varied and similar findings to those in the high-income countries. For example, in a 

study among youth aged between eighteen and thirty-five in South Africa, it was 

found that the most prevalent factors considered by youth during mobile phone 

adoption were perceived ease of use for those who were technologically savvy, 

actual usage for most of the participants, and technological advancement for those 

who had owned a mobile phone before (van Biljon & Kotze', 2007). In some African 

rural communities such as in Rwanda, the sharing of mobile phones in a household 

setting comprising members of the same family or close relatives is commonly 

reported because the devices are too expensive for individual ownership (Donner, 

2008). As is reported in Donner’s (2008) study, the sharing of a mobile phone by 

several members in a household was influenced by the lack of income. In Burkina 

Faso, where mobile phones are also considered expensive to purchase, those that 

cannot afford them have options to buy cheap low-end and used mobile phones that 
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are imported from France and the United Arab Emirates (Hahn & Kibora, 2008). 

Also in Burkina Faso, it has been reported that due to poor network connections, 

people in remote locations where there is inadequate mobile phone signal quality 

climb trees and hills as a way of extending the scope of the network signals in order 

to make mobile phone calls. Other mobile phone subscribers who have no permanent 

connections to electricity power in Burkina Faso use solar panels and car batteries to 

charge mobile phone batteries (Hahn & Kibora, 2008). Researchers such as Meso et 

al. (2005) point to accessibility and reliability of mobile phone handsets as the main 

factors that influence the adoption of the devices by many users in countries such as 

Kenya and Nigeria.  

 Generally, the literature noted above points to three distinctive categories of 

factors that influence mobile phone adoption amongst youth, these being, personal, 

demographic, and facilitating. The personal factors include preferences, personal 

gratifications, image, fashion and usage. The demographic factors include income, 

gender and age; and the facilitating factors include life conditions connected to 

socio-economic contexts such as access to network signals, access to network service 

and access to electricity to charge mobile phone batteries. Whereas both the personal 

and demographic factors are identifiable in studies conducted in global North 

countries such as Australia (Carroll et al., 2003), Italy and the USA (Pagani, 2004), 

Singapore (Teo & Pok, 2003) and in the Scandinavian region (Ling & Helmersen, 

2000), facilitating factors are prevalent in middle and low-income countries such as 

Burkina Faso (Hahn & Kibora, 2008) and South Africa (van Biljon & Kotze', 2008). 

It has been suggested that despite these factors, young people in developing nations 

also regard the adoption and use of mobile phones as critically significant in their 
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lives (Donner, 2008). Nevertheless, indications are that during the adoption and use 

of mobile phones young people in developing countries continue to face challenges 

associated with mediating and facilitating factors such as inadequate signal 

connections to a mobile telephone network, costs of the mobile phone devices, and 

connectivity to electric power (Brewer et al., 2005). This suggests vast peculiarities 

with regard to the adoption of mobile phones by youth in various regions.  

 One other observation from the literature examined above is that, as 

suggested by Donner (2008), most researchers have focused their studies of mobile 

phone adoption on the technology itself and neglected other factors that inform 

mobile phone adoption and use. As a result, much less is known about the factors 

that influence mobile phone adoption among youth in many developing countries, 

including Botswana. Against this backdrop, this study aims to investigate the 

personal, demographic and facilitating factors that influence urban youth in 

Botswana to adopt mobile phones. 

 

2.4 Mobile phone use among youth 

As I have already mentioned in the sections above, the consumption of mobile 

phones by youth in various countries has received significant attention from many 

researchers. As the existing literature illustrates, young people use mobile phones 

primarily for communication purposes, which include exchanging text messages 

(Axelsson, 2010; Broege, 2009; Duncan, 2013; Mitchell, Bull et al., 2011; Miyaki, 

2006); engaging in online social networks (Humphreys, 2010; Karim et al., 2009) 

and making voice calls (Davie et al., 2004; Hjorth, 2008a; Kamran, 2010). The latest 

innovative developments in mobile communication have also made it possible for the 
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devices to be recognised as multimedia artefacts useful to young people for 

conducting many personalized tasks ranging from mobile gaming, online 

communication and information processing (Duncombe & Boateng, 2009; Maurer, 

2012; Walsh et al., 2010). Young people also use mobile phones as ubiquitous 

personal technologies that coordinate their lives, gratify their sense of belonging in 

friendship networks, and increase the level of connection with their associates (Caron 

& Caronia, 2007; Lin & Tong, 2008; Miyaki, 2006). An evaluation of the literature 

about the functionality of the mobile phone for use as a mobile communication 

device and a multimedia artefact is discussed further in the next two subsections. 

 

2.4.1 Mobile phone use for the purposes of mobile communication 

Recent studies conducted in various countries continue to demonstrate that mobile 

communication remains the most prevalent functionality of mobile phones among 

youth. In this regard, the specific uses youth have for mobile phones include making 

and receiving voice calls, exchanging text and chat messages as they connect with 

their families, relatives, friends and intimate partners, and networking with their 

workplace colleagues or other students at their colleges. Although the practice of 

making and receiving voice calls to connect young people with their loved ones has 

always been possible through landline telephones, the consumption of the mobile 

phone in this regard presents greater benefits because the device is small, portable 

and significant for personal use. For instance, while studying the consumption of 

mobile phones among Norwegian youth, Ling (2004) found that because the issue of 

anxiety is of major concern in Norway, the devices are relevant for use for the 

purposes of safety and security between young people and their parents. According 
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to Ling (2004), young people in Norway use mobile phones to connect with their 

parents who always want to be reassured of their whereabouts while they are outside 

the home. Mobile phones are also useful to Norwegian youth in situations where 

there is constant need for contact, such as contacting emergency services when there 

is a threatening medical situation (Ling & Haddon, 2003). As for young people in 

Gloucestershire communities in the UK, although it has been reported that they adopt 

the mobile phone because of its emancipative qualities, particularly in relation to 

connecting with their friends, the device has also turned out to be essential for use in 

situations where they need to make immediate contact with parents, guardians or the 

police (Davie et al., 2004). These situations might include road accidents and 

exposure to threats of violence, especially since these youth spend most of their time 

away from their homes attending college in urban settings. 

The relevance of mobile phones for remote monitoring of adolescents is also 

reported among parents in Sweden (Axelsson, 2010). In Axelsson’s (2010) study, it 

was reported that while adolescents in Sweden carried mobile phones with them, as 

they wanted to be in perpetual contact through voice communication and text 

messages with their friends and colleagues, their parents also contacted them through 

the devices, thus monitoring their whereabouts. This is because some of these young 

people are often forced to stay away from their parents due to attending college. 

Consequently, for these young people, the problems of anxiety and loneliness have 

promoted the use of mobile phones, such that they constantly exchange text 

messages with their parents and associates to assure them that they are safe, and to 

nurture their friendship relations (Axelsson, 2010). Other young adults in Sweden 

who are involved in intimate relationships and live away from their partners also use 
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mobile phones to connect and nurture their relationships with their partners 

(Axelsson, 2010). Clearly, these examples demonstrate the use of mobile phones to 

connect young people with other mobile phone users especially when they are 

separated from each other, exposed to danger and needing to reconnect. These also 

show that compared to landline telephones, mobile phones provide young people 

with more flexibility for connecting with other people wherever they are.  

Youth and mobile phone studies conducted in the USA (Aoki & Downes, 

2003), Australia (Walsh et al., 2010) and Japan (Ito, 2005) have also revealed that 

young people use mobile phones to connect with their families and relatives to ask 

for support whenever they needed parental advice. Moreover, it has been reported 

that these young people also connect with their friends in colleges, and colleagues in 

workplaces to nurture social relationships and networks through the use of mobile 

phones. In particular, college students in the USA prefer using mobile phones to 

land-line telephones when making long distance calls to contact their parents, citing 

that the mobile phone calls are cheaper (Aoki & Downes, 2003). Moreover, it has 

been described that text messaging on mobile phones has become the most common 

activity amongst college and university students in New Zealand (Broege, 2009). 

According to Broege (2009), students at Otago University have maintained strong 

shared bonds in their social networks, and these are fostered by text messaging and 

online social networking on mobile phones. This is because both text messaging and 

online social networking on mobile phones are inexpensive practices for these young 

people as many of them are still studying and do not have much income to use to 

make frequent voice calls. This highlights the fact that despite the costs associated 

with mobile phone consumption, not only do young people who have incomes use 
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mobile phones, but those who have low income also have prospects to inexpensively 

use the devices. It has also been put forward that in Israel, where terrorist attacks and 

military counter-offensives are very common, citizens, including young adults, have 

adopted mobile phones and use the devices for interpersonal contact and 

communication (Lemish & Cohen, 2005). As Lemish and Cohen (2005) further 

suggest, this use of the device among Israelis is influenced by the closely linked 

families and well organised social structures of society, such that during terrorism 

attacks, the devices provide a link between parents and their children.  

However, while young people in the global North continue to use mobile 

phones effectively to abate the challenges of separation from their loved ones, with 

such challenges including anxiety and loneliness, their counterparts in the global 

South use mobile phones for much more unique purposes. For instance, it has been 

reported that by 2004, the problem of unemployment in the Philippines led to about 

half a million young adult Filipino mothers travelling to developed nations to 

undertake employment as nurses, domestic helpers and night-club entertainers (Uy-

Tioco, 2008). A consequence of this is they leave behind their children, and in some 

cases their husbands as well who they continue to call and text message on mobile 

phones from time to time (Uy-Tioco, 2008). It has been suggested by Uy-Tioco that 

for the participants in the study, mobile phone use in this regard was the most 

convenient and inexpensive way for them to reinvent the traditional responsibilities 

of mothering their children as part of their Filipino culture, while also based overseas 

for employment. In another study, it has been found that young people in the 

Philippines have taken advantage of the portability and widespread availability of 

mobile phones and use the devices to organise protest movements (Rizzo, 2008). 
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According to Rizzo (2008), as political instabilities are common in the Philippines, 

young people use the devices to exchange text messages and spread information 

about the issues that protest movements engage in, and the venues where, and times 

when the protest meetings are held. 

In Uganda, where the fight against HIV/AIDS has intensified, the mobile 

phone is significant for use to relay and access text messages on health education 

issues (Mitchell et al., 2011). In this regard, mobile phones are also useful for young 

people in Uganda to relay and access text messages during HIV/AIDS prevention 

campaigns. Actually, sending text messages via the mobile phone to communicate 

health risks and promote self-management of diseases and illnesses in Uganda has 

been declared strategic to obtain positive short-term health behavioural effects 

(Mitchell et al., 2011). According to Mitchell et al. (2011), mobile phones are 

relevant for use in this way because they are personal technology and are appropriate 

for use to reach a specific and large number of audiences at a time. Consequently, to 

uphold privacy and avoid the problems of stigma attached to HIV/AIDS, doctors and 

health professionals conveniently send private text message communication to the 

patients, who also include youth, through mobile phones. 

A study by Sey (2011) found that limited access to ICT resources such as 

computers, in some parts of Ghana has led to an increase in the appropriation and use 

of mobile phones among citizens in the city of Accra, town of Prampram and the 

village of Apemanim. Accordingly, citizens in Ghana, including young people use 

mobile phones to improve their livelihoods and enable connections with their 

associates (Sey, 2011). The specific uses of mobile phones in this regard include 

exchanging text messages and making calls for business related, social and academic 
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purposes. In doing so, mobile phone users in Ghana, including young adults, nurture 

kinship, friendship and business ties with other people within their communities. In a 

related study conducted among students from low-income areas in Cape Town in 

South Africa, it was revealed that mobile phone consumption remained the most 

convenient practice through which young people access the Internet and online 

media (Kreutzer, 2009). In particular, young people in Cape Town use the mobile 

phone to conduct instant messaging, download music and ringtones, access online 

news and Facebook, and visit online fan sites, most of which are useful to provide 

them with opportunities for entertainment and access to information from South 

Africa and other countries (Kreutzer, 2009). For most of these students, as they come 

from poor families, they do not have other means to access online media and the 

Internet. In yet another related study conducted in South Africa, Bosch (2008) 

considered how adolescent girls in Cape Town have taken advantage of the ubiquity 

of mobile phones to contact and communicate with their ‘Dr Maths’, a national 

online tutorial in South Africa, through MXit instant messaging software on mobile 

phones, thus advancing their learning in high schools. As Bosch (2008) observes, 

MXit is an application that is freely downloadable on mobile phones in South Africa, 

and runs on GPRS/3G mobile phones with java support to allow real-time chat at 

cheaper rates than short messaging services (sms). 

The consumption of mobile phones by young people in developing countries 

such as the Philippines, Uganda, Ghana and South Africa, as demonstrated above, 

reveals that the devices are relevant for use in facilitating youth livelihoods and also 

lessening the socio-economic challenges they face. More specifically, the findings 

from studies by Sey (2011) and Kreutzer (2009) demonstrate the potential 
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significance of mobile phones to bridge the digital divide in both Ghana and South 

Africa, and possibly, in other countries in the global South. Clearly then, the findings 

of the various studies reviewed in this section suggest that conducting similar 

research in other diverse regions, where young people face unique socio-economic 

challenges, can guarantee different results to those already reported in the literature. 

This emphasises the viewpoints shared by Halewood and Kenny (2008), and Goggin 

(2013), that researchers undertaking studies of youth and digital technologies, 

including mobile phones, should extend their focus to regions in the global South in 

order to consider the local significance of such technology for youth in these parts of 

the world. As I have demonstrated in Chapter 1, young people in Botswana face 

unique challenges such as rural-urban migration, poverty and unemployment in 

which the use of mobile phones may be of critical importance in their lives. Thus, 

this present study seeks to examine whether youth consumption of mobile phones in 

Botswana is prompted by the socio-economic challenges that they face, and if so, to 

what extent the use of a mobile phone device helps to alleviate those challenges. 

 

2.4.2 The use of the mobile phone as a multimedia hub 

Previous research has investigated youth consumption of the latest mobile phone 

handsets (Christensen & Prax, 2012; Goggin, 2009, 2012; Gye, 2008; Hjorth, 2008b; 

Miyata, Wellman, & Boase, 2005; Nightingale, 2008; Watkins et al., 2012; Watkins 

et al, 2012a). Generally, mobile phones, especially the smart phone, comprise of a 

convergence of ICT and multimedia features that include audio and video recording 

devices, FM radios, telephones, cameras, clocks, calculators, the Internet, social 

network applications, caller ID and digital games (Christensen & Prax, 2012). 
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During mobile phone consumption, young people access services, exchange 

information and experience mobile phone cultures. In this section, I focus on 

literature that investigates the significance of the mobile in this regard, paying 

particular attention to the use of mobile Internet, online social networks and camera 

phone, first because these are the latest advanced features on smartphones, and 

second because they appeal most to youth in a global context (Gye, 2008; Ishii, 

2004; Sooryamoorthy et al., 2008; Teo & Pok, 2003). 

Researchers such as Goggin (2009), Middleton (2008), Christensen and Prax 

(2012) acknowledge that both the significance and consumption of smartphones 

among youth has surpassed that of landline telephones. In fact, there are various 

significant examples highlighting youth’s consumption of smartphones. For instance, 

in smartphones, young people have important sites through which they can perform 

multimedia activities and advanced communication, networking and information 

exchange as part of their contemporary culture (Rizzo, 2008; Schroeder, 2010; 

Thulin & Vilhelmson, 2007). Clearly, these new opportunities are a result of the 

accessibility of mobile Internet on smartphones (web phones). During the 

consumption of mobile Internet, users, including youth, are open to a world of 

opportunities through which they can advance their communication practices. In a 

study conducted in Japan, it was revealed that young adult Japanese have made it a 

habit to access the Internet through their web phones (Miyata et al., 2006). As 

reported in that study, because web phones are not restricted to fixed locations, the 

devices provided the citizens of Yamanashi, including youth with opportunities to 

exchange emails whenever and wherever they were. In another study, it was reported 

that in addition to using voice calls and text messaging, young people in rural and 
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urban India also use online social networks on their mobile phones to nurture their 

friendship relations and advance their opportunities for communication with other 

people (Watkins et al., 2012). Although it was considered that both income and 

digital literacy implicated the adoption of smartphones among rural participants in 

India, indications were that the devices have the potential to afford users 

opportunities to exchange information and consume services that were previously 

inaccessible in the region (Watkins et al., 2012). For example, it has been reported 

that the radio reporters in rural locations who were provided with Nokia N97 

handsets as part of that study used the devices to facilitate production of new 

programming and innovative community engagement in their community radio 

station. This includes recording audio interviews for the radio programs using the 

Nokia N97 phones. In using such an experimental approach, two advantages of 

adopting smartphones for use in community radio stations were explored in that 

study. Firstly, the reporters who participated in that study mentioned that the quality 

of audio recorded on the Nokia N97 was much better than the previous audio 

recorded on the community radio station’s consumer audio equipment (Watkins et 

al., 2012). In addition, the villagers, including youth who were interviewed for the 

radio broadcasts, concurred that unlike earlier recordings, which were done with 

microphones and tape recorders, the use of the Nokia N97 made them feel more at 

ease to participate in radio programs. 

The consumption of web phones has also been widely studied among college 

and university students in Australia (Carroll et al., 2003), New Zealand (Broege, 

2009), South Africa (Kreutzer, 2009), Malaysia (Karim et al., 2009) and Pakistan 

(Ahmed & Qazi, 2011; Kamran, 2010). In those studies, the student participants 
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pointed out two ways in which web phones were significantly useful in their studies. 

First, the devices served as learning tools that afforded them access to mobile 

Internet during the times when they conducted online research. Second, web phones 

were an additional communication tool that facilitated mobile connection with their 

families, friends and classmates through emails and online social networks. Although 

the students in Malaysia (Karim et al., 2009) and Pakistan (Kamran, 2010) concurred 

that they could also use computers to access the Internet, most of them preferred web 

phones as the devices allowed them to access mobile Internet from anywhere, and 

also because mobile Internet on their mobile phones was affordable and easily 

manageable, especially when acquired through prepaid subscription. 

Correspondingly, Watkins et al. (2012a) also note, “mobile and the smartphone are 

supplanting the personal computer as the standard online access point” (p. 695). In 

particular, for young people in countries such as Malaysia, Pakistan, India and South 

Africa, this indicates the role of the mobile phones (including smartphones) in 

helping to bridge the digital divide. Indeed, the mobile phone has become one of and 

in some cases the only device that has so far made accessibility to the Internet 

possible to citizens in several parts of the global South.  

The consumption of smartphones has also influenced innovative 

developments in mobile technology and communication. Lately, mobile phones 

converge with mobile apps for digital games and online services, most of which are 

attractive to young people across the globe. Consequently, in addition to accessing 

mobile Internet, the mobile phone is also useful to young people as a gaming device 

(Christensen & Prax, 2012), and a personal device that provides youth with access to 
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mobile media (Watkins et al., 2012a) and online public services (Duncombe & 

Boateng, 2009; Kushchu & Kuscu, 2004).  

The consumption of popular mobile game apps such as World of War Craft, 

Authenticator and Mobile Armory on mobile phones has the potential to reshape the 

ways young people engage with their devices (Christensen & Prax, 2012). For 

example, when playing video games, young people spend longer stretches of time 

engaging with their handsets. Moreover, because of the recent increase in the 

creation and distribution of mobile apps and content young people spend more time 

downloading these features from online into their smartphones, as they seek to 

reconfigure and increase the functionality of the devices. This indicates that much of 

youth’s leisure time is spent on mobile phone consumption. 

In many regions, mobile phones are also used by youth to access public 

services. In a recent study conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa, it was described how 

the financial institutions in the region have taken advantage of the high uptake of 

mobile phones and introduced mobile banking to the poor, who did not previously 

have access to banking (Duncombe & Boateng, 2009). Some of these mobile 

banking services, which are also commonly used by young people, include access to 

financial information and making mobile payments and monetary transfers using 

mobile phones. Also, in Finland, Helsinki City Transport offers mobile payment 

services for tram and subway tickets, through which customers send text messages to 

service numbers to order one-hour SMS ticket (Mallat et al., 2004). According to 

Mallat et al. (2004), this service has been declared significant in two closely related 

ways. On the part of customers, it has helped increase access to tickets for travel on 



	   43	  

subway and trams. It has also reduced the problem of people travelling without a 

ticket, thus increasing financial returns for Helsinki City Transport. 

Camera phones, or digital cameras in mobile phones, are among the most 

appealing features for social networking (Nightingale, 2008; Riviere, 2005). In fact, 

the latest smartphones, such as Apple iPhone, Samsung Galaxy, Blackberry, and 

HTC, have brought about newer forms of mobile photography among youth. Using 

camera phones, young people capture exciting moments that they cherish in the form 

of photographs, and then distribute to their networks via the Internet (Hjorth, 2008b; 

Riviere, 2005). Although one would imagine that the camera phone is a replica of 

ordinary digital cameras, such as Kodak, Canon and Nikon, the latest consumption of 

camera phones, as observed in the context of Korean students, is largely for the 

purposes of information exchange as part of youth practices to reinforce their social 

ties in friendship groups (Hjorth, 2008b). Through the consumption of camera 

phones, “the emphasis is less on the actual content and genres and more about 

sharing of the content” (Hjorth, 2008b, p. 95). In fact, the use of camera phones has 

been intensified by the latest online social networks, such as Facebook, as young 

people nowadays explore capacities to share experiences with others through 

photographs (Nightingale, 2008). This includes young people taking photographs on 

their smartphones and then posting them on their Facebook walls. 

The literature in this section has revealed that the innovative developments in 

mobile telephony have changed the way young people in various regions interact and 

create culture through the use of the devices. Haddon (2008) also concurs that to 

some degree, mobile phones have helped youth to exist within a complex 

information age. In view of the issues discussed in this section, such as the use of the 
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mobile phone to access the Internet, online social networks and camera phones, this 

study focuses on the consumption of different mobile phone brands, and particularly 

smartphones to establish their significance in the livelihoods of urban youth in 

Botswana. 

 

2.5 Behavioural and cultural practices of youth during mobile phone 

consumption 

In addition to researching the adoption and use of mobile phones, some researchers 

have extended the focus of their studies to also explore the behavioural and cultural 

practices associated with the consumption of the devices among youth globally. 

Campbell (2007, p. 751) points out that as mobile telephony has diffused globally, so 

have the social impacts of the devices. For Goggin (2006), the issue at play here is 

the potency of mobile phones as mobile, portable and customisable devices. His 

views are that, 

 

They [mobile phones] fit into new ways of being oneself (or constructing 

identity and belonging to a group); new ways of organising and 

conducting one’s life; new ways of keeping in touch with friends, 

romantic intimates, and family; new ways of conducting business; new 

ways of accessing services or education. (p. 2). 

 

Congruent with the above viewpoints of Goggin, other scholars have determined that 

the mobile phone has societal implications on users especially in public spaces 

(Fortunati, 2005; Ling, 2004; Paragas, 2005). Nevertheless, Ito (2005) argues that the 
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consumption of mobile phones among youth in this manner is related to their social 

settings and network groups in those settings. Therefore, the differences with regard 

to the ways in which the devices impact on youth in each society are connected to 

their unique cultural lifestyles. In some countries where youth are reported to 

normally cherish social interactions and networking among close friends and 

acquaintances, it has been reported that mobile phones influence behavioural 

practices such as addiction and inappropriate uses of the devices, such as using 

mobile phones when in the company of other people (Cox, 2007; Ling, 2004; Park, 

2005). Other young people use mobile phones as accessories of fashion (Foley et al., 

2007; Katz & Sugiyama, 2006), and statements of personal identity and social status 

(Axelsson, 2010; Bond, 2010; Fortunati, 2005; Oksman & Turtiainen, 2004; Walsh 

et al., 2010). During the course of this section I elaborate further on these issues, and 

the way that they form a large part of the literature regarding the behavioural and 

cultural impacts associated with mobile phone use among youth in different regions.  

	  

2.5.1 Youth attitudes and behaviours during mobile phone use 

Due to the potency of mobile phones as personal and portable devices, many young 

people globally are reported to exhibit specific attitudes and behaviours. Lee (2004) 

corroborated this when he stated that generally, the penetration of digital 

communication technologies has presented a new pattern of social life. For instance, 

although it is expected that mobile phones significantly benefit users during mobility 

in mass transit spaces in Manila, where many people including students travel on 

mass transit spaces between colleges, workplaces and homes, many young people 

use the devices in ways that disturb others (Paragas, 2005). As these places are 
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always congested, travelling while carrying a mobile phone can put users in danger 

as thieves target the devices.  

In particular, Ling (2004) made observations about the inappropriate use of 

mobile phones while researching the uses of the device in specific situations in the 

USA and Scandinavian countries. Ling (2004) postulates that mobile phone use is 

changing young people’s interactions with others from what used to be a particular 

set of norms to a more intricate web. The mobile phone has “the ability to disrupt the 

structure of social interaction at several levels” (Ling, 2004, p. 142). According to 

Ling these include “broadcast impacts”, in which the device is interrupting the 

propriety of the established social setting, and “micro social impacts” such as 

managing interpersonal settings. Similar viewpoints were shared by Cox (2007) 

when she reported on how many people in the USA are concerned about the way 

young people there use personal communication technologies in public spaces. Cox 

(2007) notes that young people are highly attracted to new communication 

technologies such as mobile phones, and that once they adopt and use the devices 

they get carried away and would use them in public spaces in manners that are 

intolerable to other people – a mode of practice she dubs “high tech manners”. Such 

manners include talking loudly on a mobile phone when in public spaces and the 

practice of ignoring a loud ringing mobile phone in situations when other people may 

be around and where the ringing will disturb them. Ling (2004) has also pointed out 

that the ringing mobile phone signals a transition from one social situation to 

another, and it is expected that the user must answer quickly to avoid interrupting 

other people within a social or public setting. Furthermore, while answering the call, 

those present in the user’s company are often neglected, although they might 
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overhear some of the conversation resulting in a sense of embarrassment for the user. 

Axelsson (2010) suggests that young people are more likely than other age groups to 

use mobile phones in a manner that is disturbing to others. She cites incidents such as 

continuous text-messaging, ring tone activation, mobile phone use in cinemas and 

checking messages during classes. When students inconspicuously send and receive 

text messages in classroom situations, they can annoy others around them. According 

to Kasesniemi and Rautiainen (2002), this is compounded by the small size of  a 

mobile phone handset, as the device allows students to hide it during class, 

occasionally taking it out of a pocket or bag to check messages after receiving an 

sms alert. 

 Although the mobile phone has been significantly useful to promote social 

bonds and grow social networks (Bond, 2010; Schroeder, 2010), a divergent view 

arose in Park’s (2005) study which suggested that continuous use of the mobile 

phone device inhibited the ability of college students in Seoul to nurture such 

relationships. According to Park (2005), as many college students engage in high 

levels of mobile phone usage in order to curb loneliness and pass the time, 

consequently they become strongly committed to the devices. Observant of this 

behaviour, Park (2005) notes that “mobile phone users grow tolerant of mobile 

phones despite the fact that they may cause some problems such as high phone bills 

and public annoyance” (p. 267). In another study conducted in Jamaica, it was 

considered how Jamaican men, including adolescent males, used the mobile phone to 

achieve selfhood (Batson-Savage, 2008). Indeed, the study also went on to discuss 

how the use of the mobile phone in this manner is connected to the Jamaican culture, 

in which adolescent males are socialised with sex as a pivotal part of their boyhood 



	   48	  

identity (Chevannes, 2001, cited in Batson -Savage, 2008, p. 199). For these men, 

mobile phones offer them the opportunity to access multiple women for sexual 

liaisons.  

Undoubtedly, the attitudes and behaviours of youth during mobile phone use 

as discussed in this section are associated with the social and cultural contexts of the 

society in which the users live. Therefore, considering that youth in Botswana are 

expected to interact with other people in a respectable manner, it is worthwhile to 

examine their behaviours while they use the mobile phone. This includes observing 

the manner in which young people in Botswana handled themselves during mobile 

phone use when other people are around them. 

 

2.5.2 Using the mobile phone as a fashion accessory 

Although digital communication technologies, including mobile phones, are 

celebrated for their significance in the facilitation of e-governance, education, e-

commerce and economic efficiency (Brewer et al., 2005), the devices are also found 

to have a bearing on aspects of consumption and taste, especially among youth. For 

example, after conducting a study among college and university students in both the 

USA and Japan, Katz and Sugiyama (2006) concluded that because mobile phones 

come in different shapes, colours and brands, students regard the devices as fashion 

accessories. Katz and Sugiyama (2006) went on to suggest that whenever an upgrade 

of an old model is released, young people are keen to trade off their old devices for 

the newly released models. Green (2003) also identified fashion as the main 

commodity value of mobile phones among youth in the UK. In her study, young 

people in the UK were found to adopt specific mobile phone brands that they were 
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able to customise and personalise to fit their taste in fashion (Green, 2003). Leung 

and Wei (2000) also reported that young adult women in Hong Kong preferred 

mobile phones which made them appear stylish and fashionable. 

Using an ethnographic approach, Foley et al. (2007) studied how for 

adolescent females in Sydney, the mobile phone generated alternative choices for 

leisure experiences and enriched their identities in mass transit spaces. In that study, 

it was also observed that these teenage females adopted mobile phone devices which 

were stylish and decorated in colours that resembled their personality. Some 

participants in that study also expressed how they were attracted to the mobile phone 

brands that they owned through displays in mobile phone shops, conspicuous 

consumption of the devices by their friends and magazine advertisements which 

showed that famous models and beautiful people used those devices. These devices 

offered them prestige and status among their peers, thus guaranteeing for them a 

sense of self-confidence when they travelled on public trains. Thus, Foley et al. 

(2007) argue:  

 

Mobile phone use can impart a sense of self-confidence, sexuality and 

autonomy which defies the male gaze in public spaces and may allow 

adolescent women to reject traditional images of femininity at a 

formative stage in the life course and take steps to a further array of 

leisure choices. (p. 189).   

 

However, despite such an association between fashion attentiveness and mobile 

phones, it has also been observed that not all young people are enthusiastic about the 
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consumption of the mobile phone. According to Green (2003), this is because youth 

often negotiate the social and cultural meanings of the mobile phone “in relation to 

identity, difference, independence and interdependence” (p. 213). Green’s argument 

suggests that while undertaking youth and mobile phone studies, researchers must 

also consider social identities, differences and cultural backgrounds that surround 

youth, as these will help researchers to easily comprehend how young people live 

their lives and use the devices. Although the slant of the literature from the studies 

noted in this section has been that young people adopt and use mobile phones as 

fashion accessories (Green, 2003; Katz & Sugiyama, 2006), there is a lack of 

empirical literature about youth’s social and cultural uses of the mobile phone in 

Botswana. Therefore, the focus of my study is to examine whether urban youth in 

Botswana are enthusiastic about the mobile phone and whether fashion has become 

an influential factor during their consumption of the devices. 

 

2.5.3 Using the mobile phone to articulate personal identity and social status 

In addition to the fashion dimension associated with mobile phones, other 

researchers have described how young people use mobile phones to articulate their 

personal identities and social status (Green, 2003; Oksman & Turtiainen, 2004; 

Skog, 2001). After studying young people in the UK, Green (2003) asserts that 

during mobile phone adoption and use, “the most enthusiastic of the young people 

[a]re highly aware of the aesthetic qualities of the device and the way it contributes 

to their ‘presentation of self’” (p. 206). According to Green, new technology and 

changes in urban spaces have prompted transformations in the ways young people 

formulate a sense of self and identity in relation to the consumption of goods. For 
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example, some Norwegian teens consider mobile phones as status symbols in light of 

the cultural trends of modernity (Skog, 2001). As indicated in Skog’s study, whereas 

ownership and use of mobile phones symbolised digital competency skills that 

potentially generated employment for teenage boys in the digital media sector, the 

girls on the other hand, chose for their mobile phones decorative features that 

personified their cultural lifestyles. In a related study conducted in Italy, Fortunati 

(2005) also reported that during travel on public transport, such as on trains, some 

people (including young adults) have developed propensities of talking on mobile 

phones with others outside these mass transit spaces. During such mobile phone 

conversations, these users usually raise topics through which they can also reveal 

their social characters, such as occupations and status (Fortunati, 2005). In doing so, 

they boast about their personal identities in a clearly audible fashion with the 

intended result that other people travelling with them on mass transit spaces would 

hold them in high esteem.  

The relationship between social class and mobile phone use among young 

people has also been identified in the works of Davie et al. (2004). Their study 

emphasised the importance of mobile phone brands and logos within young people’s 

lives as reflected in their consumer styles. Smoreda and Thomas (2001) also reported 

that, as part of the consumption of mobile phones, young people can observe certain 

commonalities and differences amongst themselves and as a result they may choose 

to exclude or include other users in their social groups. In another study conducted 

by Bond (2010) in the UK, it was reported that many young people in Suffolk who 

did not own and use a mobile phone did not have many friends. Oksman and 

Rautiainen (2003), and Oksman and Turtiainen (2004) also observed the role of the 
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mobile phone in this regard and argued that the device defined the users’ social 

spaces, united circles of friends and also helped users to explore new relationships. 

Through caller IDs and directory contact lists in their mobile phone, young people 

can maintain selective relationships in social groups.  

While the above studies offer a number of important insights, the point 

remains that the data presented are drawn exclusively from Westernised contexts. 

Therefore, a critical aspect of this study will be to examine whether young people in 

Botswana use their mobile phones to articulate a sense of personal identity and social 

status in their network groups. The other issue that this study will consider is whether 

the adoption of certain mobile phone brands by youth in Botswana has had any 

connection with the issue of fashion sensibility, social class and sense of belonging. 

Furthermore, this study will investigate whether there are other prevalent cultural and 

behavioural practices associated with mobile phone consumption among urban youth 

in Botswana, and if there are, whether these practices defy expectations for them to 

adhere to the principles and values in the Setswana lifestyle. 

 

2.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have demonstrated that there is a considerable amount of research 

on the interactive relationship between youth and mobile phones globally. 

Specifically, scholars have focused their attention on studying the adoption, use and 

impacts of the devices, such as the behavioural and cultural practices of youth during 

mobile phone use. As I have illustrated in the sections above, while many young 

people have adopted mobile phones in the global North, there are still some nations 

in the global South in which mobile telephony is yet to be fully diffused. In 
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developing countries such as Burkina Faso, Rwanda and the Philippines, mobile 

phone adoption is limited to youth with income and consequently, some people in 

some of these regions have resorted to sharing a mobile phone within a household, or 

using second-hand devices imported from developed countries.  

The studies reviewed in this chapter have revealed that mobile phones have 

changed the lives of many young people across the globe. The consumption of 

mobile phones among youth allows them access to universal functions such as 

calling, text messaging, emailing, mobile banking and accessing the Internet, social 

networks, MXit applications and mobile games. Young people also use mobile 

phones to negotiate belonging in social networks, as fashion accessories and as 

statements of personal identity and social status. Nonetheless, the factors that are 

most significant in both developed and developing regions include boredom, anxiety 

and the need for social connection which result due to young people’s separation 

from their loved ones, such as in situations when they attend college, take up jobs in 

overseas countries and are separated from friends at schools. While studies 

conducted in the global North have suggested more general uses of mobile phones, 

studies from the global South have revealed very unique uses of mobile phones 

among youth. These include the importance of mobile phones for use by young 

people in the global South to access mobile Internet which is limited in their regions; 

using the mobile phone for enabling management of the HIV/AIDS pandemic; using 

the devices to enhance learning and to facilitate the accomplishment of tasks in the 

workplace. Furthermore, the literature regarding youth and mobile phones also 

indicates that the mobile phone has negatively impacted young peoples’ lives in 

many ways. Recent studies have also revealed that young people have become 
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strongly committed to mobile phones, use the devices inappropriately and talk loudly 

on mobile phone devices when in public places. 

 This review of the existing literature on mobile phone use among youth has 

also shown that the social, cultural and economic contexts of youth in each region 

characterise youth relationship with mobile phones. Nevertheless, evidence shows 

that much of the research on youth and their consumption of mobile phones mostly 

accounts for Western and Westernised contexts. Therefore, given the increasing 

universality of mobile phone consumption, including among youth, there is a need to 

broaden the scope of the research, to enlarge our research perspectives from the 

global North by conducting more studies of mobile phone adoption and consumption 

among young people in the less researched countries of the global South, such as 

Botswana.  

In the next chapter I discuss the significance of Domestication and 

Apparatgeist and explain their application as key conceptual frameworks in this 

study. 
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Chapter 3 Theoretical frameworks 

3.1 Introduction 

In this chapter I provide an evaluation of Domestication and Apparatgeist as the 

chosen theoretical frameworks underpinning this ethnographic study of adoption, 

consumption and meanings of mobile phones among urban youth in Botswana. 

According to Maxwell (2012), a theoretical framework or conceptual framework is a 

detailed plan that explains the assumptions and theories underpinning what will be 

studied. Gray et al. (2007) suggest that selecting a theory for research is essential as 

this may help to frame the research ideas and conclusions. The chapter begins with a 

critical overview of Domestication as an applicable framework and the way in which 

it was initially developed to focus solely on technologies in household settings, but 

later extended to also consider the interactive relationship between people and 

technology outside the home. As a follow-up to this, I also examine how other 

scholars have used Domestication in their studies and how their ideas have been 

instrumental to my decision to employ this theory in my own study. In the final 

section of the chapter I offer an account of Apparatgeist, and the way in which Katz 

and Aakhus (2001) have advanced its application as an appropriate theory for 

studying the meanings of mobile phones among users and non-users. In the last part 

of this section, I provide a detailed explanation of how Apparatgeist has been applied 

in this study.  

 

3.2 Domestication 

Domestication was introduced in the 1980s to evaluate the adoption, acceptance and 

use of ICT within people’s lives (Berker et al., 2007). It is an appropriate theory for 
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use by researchers to provide an insight into how ICT, including communication 

devices, is incorporated into the daily routines of individual users, and also how it 

affects non-users within wider social settings. According to Berker et al. (2007), 

Domestication is a theory used for understanding how technology has become a part 

of everyday life and daily routines of people. Stewart (2007) has suggested that in 

view of current innovative developments and the massive uptake of technology 

within society, Domestication becomes a relevant theory to examine how technology 

is being received within users’ household spaces. In the theory of Domestication, 

when digital technology enters the users’ household, its acceptance and uses are 

negotiated, and users will then adopt this technology and discover its relevance 

(Ling, 2004). In the process, and as Green (2002) has pointed out, during the 

adoption and consumption of ICT within the home, the household also becomes 

technologised. As for non-users, and perhaps others, they will try to make meanings 

out of the uses of technology by observing the users’ behaviours and habits that 

result from the consumption of the devices (Ling, 2004). This shows that 

Domestication starts with the process of adoption and use of technology, through to 

it becoming a common aspect of people’s lives. 

Domestication theory was originally used to provide a framework for 

thinking about ICT in the home (Haddon, 2003). However, despite the connotations 

of the word ‘domestic’, recent studies investigating youth appropriation and 

consumption of mobile phones have extended the framework of Domestication to 

settings outside households, such as workplaces, colleges and universities (Berker et 

al., 2007; Bolin, 2010; Green & Haddon, 2009; Haddon, 2003; Hahn & Kibora, 

2008; Hjorth, 2008b; Ling, 2004). According to Haddon (2003), it is significant to 
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consider Domestication within the wider contexts of workplaces and colleges and 

university settings, primarily because the recent communication technologies 

including mobile phones and mobile communication devices have been personalised, 

made portable and are widely consumed outside the home. Accordingly, users are 

able to carry these devices and use them during mobility. In this study, I employ 

Domestication in the analysis of findings relating to the ongoing process of mobile 

phone adoption and consumption among urban youth in Botswana, as well as the 

impacts of the devices in their lives.  

 

3.2.1 The process of domesticating ICT  

Critical discussions around the concept of Domestication have been central to the 

question of how digital technologies are being regarded as domesticated devices. 

Stewart (2007) has suggested that a continuous supply of ICT presents users with 

both choices and challenges as to how the technologies can be appropriated and used, 

and how users can relate to these devices in their daily routines. According to 

Stewart (2007), the adoption of ICT is uneven within society, since many people, 

especially youth, often struggle to practically ascertain the importance of the devices 

in their lives. This is because while a device may seem practically significant for use, 

social issues such as income, the cost of the device, costs associated with its 

consumption, the user’s aptitude to use the device, and concerns of whether the 

device is relevant in ones’ life, are usually the crucial factors to consider during 

adoption and consumption of the ICT. In fact, these factors are considered pertinent 

within the concept of Domestication theory.  
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Haddon (2003) commended the relevance of Domestication as an applicable 

theory in studies that focus on mobile telephony consumption by users in varied 

socio-economic contexts. Correspondingly, Ling (2004) has pointed out that the 

theory of Domestication is applicable to the analysis of the consumption of mobile 

phones, starting from the process of adoption, to its consumption and impacts within 

the contexts of society. His view is that in applying Domestication to studying the 

role of the devices among users within society, the researcher should take into 

account the socio-cultural contexts in which the technological devices are used 

within society. Thus, Ling (2004) identifies several advantages in the application of 

Domestication:   

 

[s]ocial factors are significant when understanding the uses of 

technology; Domestication helps establish the impacts of technology on 

the organization of the society; Domestication looks at the role of 

technology and the social context in which technology is being used; 

Domestication considers how life is lived-out through the use of various 

technologies in dynamic and changing situations. (p. 33). 

 

In particular, Ling’s views as stated above indicate that when studying the 

relationship between youth and mobile phones within the framework of 

Domestication, scholars should consider the following: social lifestyle of users; the 

implications of mobile phones on users’ lifestyles; the situations in which users put 

technology to use; and how the use of the devices influence changes in users’ social 

circumstances. Problematically, however, many scholars who have applied 
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Domestication to investigate mobile phone adoption and use have mainly focused 

their studies on closely related Westernised contexts. For instance, Ling (2004) 

examined the consumption of mobile telephony by young people in Norway; Bolin 

(2010) researched the appropriation of mobile telephony by citizens, including young 

people in Westernised towns in Estonia and Hjorth (2008b) investigated the role of 

convergent mobile media as domesticated new media in Seoul. Consequently, the 

findings from these studies suggest somewhat related results in which young people 

in these countries adopt and use mobile phones. These findings include youth 

adopting and using mobile phone devices to contact and connect with parents and 

friends due to the challenges of anxiety and boredom, which are common among 

them.  

Of the many studies that I reviewed as part of this project, only one focused 

on the example of a developing country. Thus, Hahn and Kibora (2008) attempted to 

extend their research on the Domestication of mobile phones to Burkina Faso, an 

economically poor country where citizens including youth face very distinct socio-

economic challenges. Consequently, the findings from their study suggest very 

distinct ways in which people appropriate mobile phones in their particular socio-

economic and cultural context. For instance, due to the challenge of poverty in 

Burkina Faso, members in a household were found to adopt a single mobile phone 

handset and utilise it amongst themselves. Therefore, in consideration of Haddon 

(2003) and Ling’s (2004) viewpoints about the relevance of considering the social 

factors surrounding the subjects being studied when using the theory of 

Domestication, in my present study I consider how mobile phones fit into the 

livelihoods of urban youth in Botswana, and how the devices have altered their 
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socio-economic challenges, including issues such as poverty, rural-urban migration 

and the digital divide. 

 

3.2.2 Domestication of the mobile phone 

Within the Domestication process, adoption of the mobile phone should be viewed as 

a long-term process (Ling, 2004). According to Silverstone et al. (1992, cited in 

Ling, 2004, p. 28), in the theory of Domestication, the key steps such as imagination, 

appropriation, objectification, incorporation and conversion are fundamental in the 

adoption process (refer to figure 1). 

 

Figure 1.  Key steps in the Domestication theory (adoption and consumption) 

 

Domestication begins with the individual’s adoption of the device which involves the 

potential user’s ideas about its use, and then consumption which include its actual 

usage and how it is being embedded in the user’s everyday lifestyle (Green, 2002; 

Ling, 2004). As Ling (2004) has put it, imagination is the way in which initial ideas 

about the device enters the potential users’ consciousness, whereas appropriation 

imagination 

appropriation 

objectification incorporation 

conversion 
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involves the acquisition of the device, such as when a user purchases it and brings it 

into the everyday spaces they occupy, including the home, workplace or college 

setting. For instance, during mobile phone adoption the device first “enters our 

consciousness”, and then becomes appropriated as it “enters our sphere of objects” 

(Ling, 2004, p. 28). It is at the appropriation stage that advertising and word of 

mouth about the applicability and value of the devices from first time users influence 

a potential user.  

Objectification focuses on the aesthetic of the technology to explain how the 

device fits into our principles and sense of identity (Ling, 2004, p. 29). According to 

Ling (2004), as part of the objectification of the device, users make sense of its 

placement and applicability in their contexts, and how they can make identity 

through its ownership and consumption. Incorporation considers the functionality of 

the technology, such as how it benefits the user and how the user puts it to use in 

their livelihoods, whereas conversion is a stage when a user realises the effect of the 

device in their lives, and when the device becomes an important identifier in the way 

other people make an estimation of the user (Ling, 2004, p.30; Silverstone et al., 

1992). With the mobile phone, incorporation refers to the roles played by the device 

such as its functions in the users’ daily routines (Green, 2002; Haddon, 2003). This 

may be how a young person makes use of the mobile phone in their everyday 

lifestyle, for example, to make calls, to play games, music, FM radio and video, and 

engage in online social networks. During the conversion stage of mobile phone use, 

the consumption of the device and its meanings are then thought of and ascribed 

collectively either in the home or settings outside the home. These thoughts include 
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the collective perceptions of the users or non-users regarding the consumption of 

mobile phones among the people who own and use mobile phones (Ling, 2004).  

Given the key steps in the process of Domestication of ICT such as 

imagination, appropriation, objectification, incorporation and conversion, this 

present study considers how the mobile phone first enters the consciousness of young 

people in Botswana; how urban youth incorporate the devices to suit their social 

needs, and how through their consumption, their parents, lecturers and colleagues, as 

well as the police officers in Botswana make sense of the device from the point of 

view of young people in Botswana. Furthermore, I employ Domestication in my 

study to examine the behavioural practices of urban youth in Botswana during their 

adoption and consumption of mobile phones in both private and public spheres, 

within the perspective of insiders (young people in the study), and other people who 

interact with them from time to time such as their parents, lecturers, librarians, 

boarding masters at colleges, and colleagues at workplaces. Specifically, through 

Domestication, I will analyse data to examine how young people interact with their 

parents, lecturers, librarians, boarding masters at colleges, and colleagues at 

workplaces.  

 

3.3 Apparatgeist 

The theory of Apparatgeist was first developed and used by Katz and Aakhus (2001) 

to “suggest the spirit of the machine that influences both the design of the technology 

as well as the initial and subsequent significance accorded them by users, non users 

and anti-users” (p. 305) According to Katz and Aakhus (2001, p. 305) the term has 

its origins in the following words ‘apparat’, from apparatus, meaning tools associated 
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with the sociological aspect of technology, and ‘geist’, meaning the sense of spirit 

that suggests how human lifestyles are enlivened from the use of the technology. 

Apparatgeist refers to both the values and meanings that people construct about 

technologies, as part of their social implications in their lives (Campbell, 2007). In 

their attempts to define Apparatgeist, Katz and Aakhus (2001) note, 

 

The Apparatgeist refers to the common set of strategies or principles of 

reasoning about technology evident in the identifiable, consistent and 

generalised patterns of technological advancement throughout history. It 

is through these common strategies and principles of reasoning that 

individual and collective behaviour are drawn together. (p. 305). 

 

Apparatgeist involves the consideration of what various communication technologies 

symbolise, from both the negative and positive points of view, and how the social 

relationships surrounding people and digital technology form the fundamental 

meanings of technology for its users as evidenced from its use and impacts in their 

lives. In the use of Apparatgeist theory, both the social contexts and the impact of 

communication technologies are explored and explained. Katz and Aakhus (2010) 

also suggest that Apparatgeist evolves through an individual’s assessment of the 

incentives and disincentives of personal communication technology. As Katz and 

Aakhus (2001) have pointed out, some of these assessments are influenced by 

cultural folklores in a particular society, and often by mass media advertisements 

about the technology. This suggests that, as with Domestication, in applying 

Apparatgeist as a conceptual framework the researcher should consider the lifestyle 
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of users in which the technology is used and the actual use of the technology, and 

how these influence the collective perceptions and attitudes towards the technology. 

Other issues to consider in Apparatgeist theory include the values and cultural norms 

of use and anti-use, functional needs and social uses. 

 

3.3.1 Apparatgeist and mobile phones 

Katz and Aakhus (2001) pointed out that communication technologies such as 

mobile phones offer users opportunities for connection with others, and because of 

this, people construct meanings about these technologies. In their efforts to advance 

the theory of Apparatgeist for studying the meanings of mobile phones in society, 

Katz and Aakhus (2001) have suggested that such meanings as ascribed to the 

devices are premised on the aesthetic value, perceived functionality, quality of use 

and the social setting in which the devices are used. Their views are that it is 

necessary to continue conducting studies that seek to understand more about the 

relationship between mobile phones and users, and the way users make sense of the 

devices in the broader context of their lives. Katz (2003) has also noted the relevance 

of Apparatgeist in this regard to examine the social and symbolic meanings and 

functions of mobile phones within the norms of each society.  

According to Katz and Sugiyama (2006), the cultural differences across 

societies should be considered when employing Apparatgeist theory. This is because 

as Katz and Aakhus (2010) have suggested, the individual and collective reasoning 

about the mobile phone in each society are brought together through the common 

strategies around its adoption and consumption. This indicates that the ideas that lead 

people to adopt mobile phones, the practical ways in which they adopt the devices 
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and the ways in which they use it in their everyday lives, are the key factors that 

determine its meanings among them, and possibly within the different societies. For 

instance, because of the uniqueness, functionality and cultural impacts of mobile 

phones, people who use the devices in some parts of Europe have experienced shifts 

in their communication routines and social interaction habits. In studies conducted in 

Norway, it was reported that since Norwegian youth started to use mobile phones, 

their communication competences and cultural experiences with the devices 

increased in their lives (Skog, 2001; Ling & Pederson, 2002). In these studies, it was 

also described how the mobile phone has influenced adolescents and their parents in 

Norway to be confident about their security, and how youth displayed the devices 

symbolically to articulate their sense of identity. Similarly, because of the aesthetic 

value of the mobile phone, young people in the UK also portrayed the device as a 

gateway into social groups (Bond, 2010). In the USA, it was evidenced that during 

the consumption of mobile phones, young people construct meanings and 

perceptions in relation to the relevance of devices in their lives, and through these 

meanings, others were influenced to also adopt the devices (Campbell & Russo, 

2003). In referring to the significance of social groups during the construction of 

meanings about technology, Campbell and Russo (2003) also note “shared meanings 

are constructed that influence the ways people think about and use communication 

technologies” (p. 330). Significantly then, Apparatgeist theory may foster further 

understanding of human communication behaviour and the place of mobile phones 

within each society. My study has employed Apparatgeist to address how urban 

youth in Botswana make sense of and ascribes symbolic meanings for mobile phones 

in relevance to their consumption of the devices in their local contexts. Specifically, 
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the investigation focused on how the aesthetic features of mobile phones such as 

brand, colour and multimedia functions, are used by various young people in 

Botswana to construct symbolic meanings in relation to the devices. 

 

3.3.2 Apparatgeist in youth and mobile phone studies 

The theory of Apparatgeist has been used in studies by Davie et al. (2004), Katz and 

Sugiyama (2006) and Campbell (2007), in which they researched how mobile phone 

consumption among youth in some developed societies influenced the social and 

cultural construction of meanings for the devices in their contexts. From these 

studies, it was reported that mobile phone users carry the devices with them 

wherever they travel and use them to connect and contact their families and friends 

during emergencies, and to chat with friends and express their fashion tastes. 

Consequently, it was reported that because of the uses to which they put mobile 

phones in their lives, young people regarded the device as a good metaphor for 

perpetual contact and social interaction (Davie et al., 2004), as symbols of safety and 

security during mobility (Campbell, 2007), and as accessories of fashion (Katz & 

Sugiyama, 2006). The concept of Apparatgeist is also applied in a further study 

conducted by Campbell (2007) in which he considered cultural similarities and 

differences associated with mobile phone consumption drawing on research 

conducted among college students in Hawaii, Japan, Sweden, Taiwan and the USA. 

In his study, technical features of the mobile phone handset, such as handset size, 

design and colour, were considered in order to contextualise how young people think 

of and utilize the device. These features are important factors that determine how 

youth relate to mobile telephony and they are in effect, as Campbell (2007) argues, 
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the important ‘geists’ that influence the perceptions of youth with regard to the 

adoption and consumption of mobile phone devices.  

In this study, I apply Apparatgeist to examine how urban youth in Botswana, 

and the people who usually interact with them use their local tradition, local 

experiences with mobile phones and their perceptions about the implication of the 

devices in their lives, to collectively construct meanings about the devices in relation 

to the Botswana context.  

 

3.4 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have addressed key issues relating to the concepts of Domestication 

and Apparatgeist. I have demonstrated that much of the emphasis connected to the 

application of Domestication in research studies is its relevance to the adoption and 

consumption of technologies in household and college settings, taking into account 

the social contexts of the subjects being studied. As for Apparatgeist, the discussions 

above illustrate its applicability in exploring the meanings of technology (mobile 

phones) within the social and cultural norms of each society. As of today, much of 

the emphasis relating to the relevance of Apparatgeist centres on its use to establish 

how collective meanings about technology are being constructed, both by users and 

non-users, and how these meanings have influenced its significance and consumption 

in society. Indeed, as I explicated above, both Domestication and Apparatgeist offer 

relevant frameworks for investigating the adoption, consumption and symbolic 

meanings of mobile phones among urban youth in the Botswana context. 
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In the next chapter, I outline and describe the methodology applied in this 

study. The chapter will focus on the research design, research methods and 

approaches that underpin data collection and analysis in this study. 
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Chapter 4 Methodology 

4.1 Introduction 

During the course of this chapter, I explain the methodology used in this study of 

mobile phone adoption, consumption and meanings among urban youth in Botswana. 

In the first two sections, I discuss the broad qualitative research approach and the 

more specific use of ethnography in order to illustrate their applicability to this study. 

I then explicitly discuss how I conducted the empirical data collection using the 

following methods of qualitative research: non-participant observation, focus group 

discussions and semi-structured interviews. In doing so, I present detailed accounts 

of the preparations that led to the empirical data collection, the application of each 

method and the recruitment and sampling of participants. In the latter part of this 

chapter, I reflect on the ethical issues I encountered during the study, and then 

conclude by discussing how I accomplished the analysis of all the empirical data. 	  

 

4.2 Qualitative research strategy 

As indicated above, the research approach applied in my study is qualitative and its 

nature is exploratory. Jupp (2006) notes that qualitative research is “research that 

investigates aspects of social lives which are not amenable to quantitative 

measurement” (p. 248). This suggests that qualitative research is an approach that 

does not involve quantification, but emphasises interpretations to generate theory. 

Additionally, there are deeply ingrained sociological viewpoints which argue that 

qualitative research is about the interpretation of the meanings people have about 

their experiences (Mariampolski, 2001; Mayan, 2009). In qualitative research, 

researchers are concerned about exploring the set of meanings through which people 
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understand the world and how meanings are constructed in various settings 

(Creswell, 2013). Relatedly, Marshall and Rossman (2006, p. 3) suggest three key 

characteristics of qualitative research: that it is interpretive, it is conducted within 

natural settings of participants and its emphasis is on context, and it uses interactive 

research methods. Similarly, Maxwell (2013) argues that qualitative studies should 

rely on the viewpoints of participants, and not the perspectives of the researchers. 

This underscores the point that through qualitative research, the researcher interacts 

with the research participants while collecting empirical data, and then uses the data 

to establish themes that form meanings about their lived experiences. Also, in 

qualitative research the focus is on engaging with the researched in their ordinary 

settings where their social lives and cultural experiences occur naturally. 

Therefore, premised on these definitions of qualitative research cited above, 

this ethnographic study explores the subjective experiences of urban youth in 

Botswana with their mobile phones. Using an interpretive paradigm, the focus of my 

study is to investigate the adoption, use and meanings of mobile phones for young 

people from a non-Westernised context and also to expand knowledge of youth and 

their interaction with mobile phones globally. According to Newman (2011), an 

interpretive paradigm is an “explanation about why events occur and how things 

work expressed in terms of the socially constructed meanings and subjective 

worldviews” (p. 84). Correspondingly, Mackay et al. (2001) recommend that an 

interpretive approach guides a qualitative study that is conducted to understand 

others’ reasoning and view of things, with a goal to explain their lived experiences. 

Thus, based on the viewpoints and cultural experiences of urban youth who own and 

use mobile phones in Botswana, and the opinions of other people who have lived 
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with these youth, my study seeks to explain how the mobile phone fits in the socio-

economic and cultural lives of urban youth in Botswana. 

 

4.3 Ethnography 

As part of this qualitative research, interpreting the social lives and cultural 

experiences of urban youth in Botswana and their mobile phones, I was required to 

spend time with them in their normal everyday settings. This involved accomplishing 

close engagement with a selected group of urban youth participants in their college, 

university and workplace settings in Botswana where they spend most of their time 

during weekdays. To achieve this, I considered ethnography to be a suitable 

methodological approach because, as noted by Hammersley and Atkinson (2007, p. 

3): 

 

[e]thnography usually involves the researcher participating, overtly or 

covertly, in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching 

what happens, listening to what is said, and/or asking questions through 

informal or formal interviews, collecting documents and artefacts – in 

fact, gathering whatever data are available to throw light on the issues 

that are the emerging focus of inquiry. 

 

Neuman (2011) also defines ethnography as a narrative account of a culture and an 

interpretation of life from the subject’s point of view. Similarly, Machin (2002) 

postulates that ethnography is about studying the social meanings of people’s lives in 

naturally occurring settings. According to Cargan (2007), within an ethnographic 
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approach “various social attitudes, patterns, processes and values are revealed” (p. 

50). Relatedly, Babbie (2011) notes that ethnography is “a report on social life that 

focuses on detailed and accurate description rather than explanation” (p. 333).  

Collectively, these definitions substantiate the significance of an ethnographic 

approach for researching a group of people in their natural setting; gathering 

qualitative data in an unstructured manner; analysing data from the viewpoints of 

participants to interpret meanings and explaining their social cultures; hence my 

decision to utilise ethnography in this study. 

Traditionally, ethnography was conceived as complementary to ethnology 

and was deemed as a narrative description of a non-Western community or culture 

(Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007). According to Hammersley (1998, p. 2), its origins 

lie in the writings of travellers who wanted to enlighten their fellow individuals 

about other societies. However, as Hammersley suggests, since the information 

reported by those travellers was regarded as valuable, yet often questionable due to 

unmethodical approaches and speculative analysis, there was a need to devise 

systematic approaches that were useful to enhance the validity of the data. 

Hammersley (1998) went on to point out that although initially the travellers 

collected artefacts to supplement the validity of their findings, researchers 

recommended that it was more meaningful to live among the people while studying 

them thoroughly in order to experience their lifestyle firsthand. Consequently, 

ethnographic research became popular in the twentieth century, as anthropologists 

and sociologists began to do their fieldwork and then integrated both the “first hand 

empirical investigation and the theoretical and comparative interpretation of social 

organization and culture” (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007, p. 1). Ethnography has 



	   73	  

been commended for its facility in putting the researcher in the middle of the data, 

and consequently, affording them the opportunity to examine social lives and 

cultures from the participants’ point of view (Brewer, 2000). This indicates that in 

ethnographic research, the settings visited by researchers for the purposes of 

conducting field studies form a setting where diverse social lives and cultures take 

place and are studied. Hence, as part of this study, I visited and studied urban youth 

as they interacted with mobile phones in urban settings in Francistown and 

Gaborone, in places such as universities, colleges and workplaces where they 

accomplished most of their daily activities. As I have already indicated in the 

previous chapters, my decision to take this study to Francistown and Gaborone was 

influenced by the different geographical settings and socio-economic backgrounds of 

youth in each city. 

However, although ethnography has become a widely used methodological 

approach, it has also been criticised due to its perceived shortcomings in some 

quarters. According to Hammersley (1998), some scholars are concerned about the 

failure of ethnography to add relevance to professional practice; and others have 

questioned the validity of ethnographic data citing that it is rich with the views of the 

ethnographer’s participation in the field rather than the actual representation of the 

social reality of the people being studied. For instance, Babbie (2011) notes that 

ethnographic researchers can over-generalise the patterns of data they observed. To 

avoid this, my study employs several methods of data collection to study urban youth 

in Botswana. In addition, I spent seven months in the field so as to observe 

participants at length and evidently noticed the behaviours and attitudes that 

frequently come to the fore. Although it is recommended that ethnography should be 
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conducted in the field for a period of one year or more so that researchers can 

successfully document and interpret people’s way of life (Hammersley 2007, p. 1), 

seven months was the maximum amount of time I could spend in the field due to 

time and budgetary constraints. 

Despite its disadvantages, one of the main advantages of ethnographic 

research is that several qualitative methods can be integrated in an ethnographic 

study to allow the researcher to closely study subjects in various ways (Neuman, 

2011; Walsh, 2004). This suggests that if an ethnographic study is successfully 

administered through the use of various research methods, the chances of securing 

objective and valid data are maximized because the researchers can gain an insight 

from the experiences and viewpoints of the participants. In view of this, researchers 

such as Cawley and Hynes (2010) and Humphreys (2005) have made use of 

ethnography in similar studies that have sought to investigate mobile phone use by 

youth. Humphreys (2005) used an ethnographic approach to investigate the use of 

mobile phones in public places in New York City, Philadelphia and Raleigh in the 

USA. Humphreys (2005) observed youth subjects using mobile phones in public 

settings such as libraries, student centres, airports, as well as on trains and in the 

street during a one-year period. In addition to conducting observations, he also 

interviewed the same subjects to try to understand how they made decisions 

concerning mobile phone usage in public places. By interviewing these subjects, 

Humphreys (2005) was able to verify some of the observations he had initially made. 

Therefore, Humphreys’ approach influenced the decision to use ethnography and 

employ other methods of qualitative research in my study. Thus, as part of the study 

I conducted non-participant observations (which included diaries) and follow-up 
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interviews) on twenty-eight young people in Francistown and Gaborone. I also held 

four focus group discussions, each with a group of eight young people who did not 

take part in the non-participant observations, as I wanted to increase the number of 

participants in the study. Additionally, I conducted semi-structured interviews with 

twenty-six other subjects in Botswana. My decision to integrate these research 

methods was also influenced by the following: to observe young people as they use 

mobile phones in their settings, to probe further regarding my observations using 

young people in focus groups, and other subjects who had spent much time with the 

youth participants in this study. Creswell (2013) suggests that the integration of 

various methods in a study increases the validity and reliability of the data. As I 

employed three qualitative methods in this study, I gained a large amount of data that 

I analysed to effectively avoid the problem of over-generalisation. First, I conducted 

non-participant observations (including diaries) and follow-up interviews (semi-

structured) with youth participants. This was followed by semi-structured interviews 

with secondary participants. Lastly, I conducted focus group interviews with other 

young people. A detailed description of the fieldwork exercises and methods used in 

this study are outlined in the next sections. 

 

4.4 Rationale for researching youth 

This study focuses on urban youth subjects aged between eighteen and twenty-five as 

the primary participants. Specifically, these participants were involved in non-

participant observations and focus group discussions and their agreement to 

participate in this study was subject to them receiving and reading an information 

sheet telling them about this study, its aims and objectives, and signing an informed 
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consent form (see Appendix 1). Additionally, their parents, lecturers, the police and 

other people who interacted with them were interviewed to provide their viewpoints 

about young people and their use of mobile phones. These participants were also 

given an information sheet telling them about the study and were required to 

complete and sign an informed consent form to confirm their willingness to 

participate in this study. 

My decision to focus this study on youth aged between eighteen and twenty-

five is based on the following: Youth constitutes a transitional stage between teenage 

and adulthood. Therefore, research on youth, and mobile phone use in Botswana can 

provide an insight into the future use of mobile phones in Botswana by the general 

population. However, the reasons for considering youth participants aged between 

eighteen and twenty-five in this study was four-fold. Firstly, this age category falls 

within the age range from twelve to twenty-nine that is defined as youth in 

Botswana8. In particular, from the age of eighteen, young people in Botswana can 

live independently from their parents, and are declared responsible enough to consent 

for themselves to participate in a research project. Thirdly, many of them, especially 

in urban places in Botswana, own and use a mobile phone. Fourthly, studying 

individuals aged between eighteen and twenty-five in Botswana also provides an 

additional viewpoint about youth in similar age categories that have already been 

considered in similar studies by Katz and Sugiyama (2006) and Axelsson (2010). 

Therefore, it is critically significant to study how the social lifestyles of youth in 

Botswana have been impacted by the use of mobile phones. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
8. The information about the ages that define youth in Botswana. Retrieved July 03, 2011, 

from http://www.mysc.gov.bw. 



	   77	  

 

4.5 Preparations for the fieldwork 

My study was conducted from October 2012 until April 2013 in the cities of 

Francistown and Gaborone, in the eastern region of Botswana. The study officially 

commenced after I obtained ethical clearance from the Griffith University Human 

Ethics Committee9, and received a research permit from the Ministry of Transport 

and Communications in Botswana (MTC)10. Adhering to Foster’s (2006, p. 64) 

recommendations that researchers need to adopt strategies to gain access into 

research settings, my first task after acquiring the research permits was to obtain 

authorisations for entry into the main settings where I envisaged studying youth 

participants as they interacted with their mobile phones. The permits for entry into 

the following academic institutions, the Gaborone Institute of Professionals Studies 

(GIPS), the Institute of Health Sciences (IHS) and the University of Botswana were 

obtained after I wrote letters to the principals (gatekeepers) explicitly explaining to 

them about my research project objectives, aims, methods and its significance for 

youth in Botswana; and also offering to visit them at their offices to explain my 

research with them at length and in person (see Appendix 2). Many scholars have 

explained the significance of accessing permission from gatekeepers and building 

relational trust during fieldwork (Angrosino, 2007; Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007; 

Neuman, 2011). For example, Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) suggest that 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
9.

 
Because this study was conducted in affiliation with Griffith University, a human ethics 

clearance was granted by the Griffith University Human Ethics Committee in accordance 

with the Griffith University Research Policy. 	  
10. MTC issues research permits for any research conducted within Botswana that focuses on 

matters of communication. 
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attaining access into a research site helps researchers to understand hurdles and 

devise ways to overcome them.  

 After I obtained the permission for entry into the research sites, I conducted 

site visits to each of the locations in October 2012. In addition to the colleges, I also 

visited the following places where I intended to study some of the non-student 

participants: Barclay’s Bank, First National Bank, MTC and Botswana Television. 

At each college campus, a student liaison officer facilitated tours around campus and 

showed me the college premises. These visits gave me an opportunity to familiarise 

myself with the way around each college, and also to locate the main premises such 

as, the library, student centres and cafeteria, where I had planned to spend time 

studying my participants. As I toured these premises, I also posted advertisements at 

various places in each campus, to recruit participants (see Appendix 3). During my 

visits to each site I also had a chance to meet secondary gatekeepers such as the 

senior librarians, the boarding masters, the lecturers and colleagues of the 

participants in the workplaces. In fact, these were sufficiently notified beforehand 

through the principals’ and managers’ offices about my study and the fact that I was 

to spend four months conducting research in their premises. I did not anticipate any 

problems with regard to UB because I had worked there for the past six years. 

 

4.6 Non-participant observation 

Throughout this study I was based in Gaborone and Francistown where I conducted 

non-participant observations (that also included diaries), and follow-up interviews 

with twenty-eight young people for a period of seven months from October 2012 

until April 2013. Observation is regarded as a practical technique for ethnographic 



	   79	  

research in places such as academic institutions and workplaces (Mariampolski, 

2001). Marshall and Rossman (2010) also suggest that observation is one of the most 

suitable methods to investigate the lives of youth. In conducting non-participant 

observation, the researcher takes a detached stance from the activities undertaken by 

participants to record their behaviours (Cargan, 2007; Creswell, 2013), hence it is 

appropriately suited for use in this study. In addition, non-participant observation has 

been widely used in other studies of youth and mobile phones. For instance, Peters 

and Allouch (2005) observed senior students and employees at a Dutch University 

for three months to study their interactions with mobile phones. In their study, the 

researchers observed participants in order to gain an understanding of the 

motivations, perceptions, uses and gratifications associated with adopting and using 

the mobile phone. Similarly, as part of this study, participants were selected and 

observed in order to gain an understanding of their motivations, behaviours and 

attitudes during mobile phone adoption and use. 

 

4.6.1 Recruiting participants for non-participant observation 

As noted above, two categories of youth, including students and non-students, were 

recruited for non-participant observations. For the student participants, I received 

many positive responses on all campuses with many students who showed interest in 

participating after seeing the advertisements about this study at their academic 

institutions. Likewise, after visiting Nzalo shopping mall in Francistown and Game 

City mall in Gaborone, and inviting several non-student participants to this study, 

many of them also showed interest. Recruitment of prospective participants for the 

non-participant observations was primarily based on the following: their willingness 
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to participate in this study; being between the ages of eighteen and twenty-five; 

being residents of Francistown or Gaborone; ownership and use of a mobile phone. 

 

4.6.2 Sampling of the participants for non-participant observation 

After recruitment, prospective participants were then sampled to obtain the final 

participants. To select the student participants at each of the colleges and a 

university, I first used stratified random sampling and then simple random sampling. 

While stratification reduces sampling error and increases accuracy, simple random 

sampling ensures that every element in the population being studied has a chance of 

being equally represented (Schofield, 2006). This involved examining all those that 

showed interest in participating in this study, and then dividing them into the strata 

groups of age and gender. Strategically, I did this to ensure that all age categories of 

eighteen to twenty-one and twenty-two to twenty-five, as well as gender (males and 

females) were adequately represented. My reason for segmenting participants 

according to age is based upon Axelsson’s (2010) claims that there are some 

significant differences between age groups at different life stages. In Botswana, 

participants aged between eighteen and twenty-one were mainly targeted in academic 

institutions and some of those aged between twenty-two and twenty-five were in the 

employment sector, and consequently, their daily activities differed. Admittedly, I 

also anticipated significant cultural differences with regard to participants’ gender. 

From each strata group, I then drew simple random samples of participants to obtain 

a total of twenty students. Out of the twenty participants, there were four from both 

GIPS Francistown and GIPS Gaborone campuses, four from both IHS Francistown 

and IHS Gaborone campuses and the other four were at UB. On each campus I 
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maintained two strata groups that included an equal number of males and females, 

and an equal number in the age categories of eighteen to twenty-one and twenty-two 

to twenty-five. 

 As I mentioned in the previous section, I targeted non-student participants at 

shopping malls in Francistown and Gaborone where I met and invited many of them 

to participate in this study. Once they showed interest in participating in the study, I 

randomly selected eight final participants for non-participant observations and then 

gave them an information sheet telling them about the study, its aims and objectives. 

Out of the eight participants selected for this part of the study, four lived in 

Francistown, and the other four lived in Gaborone, and these comprised of both 

males and females. Their selection was based on the following: their willingness to 

participate in this study; not attending college or university, being between the ages 

of eighteen and twenty-five; being residents of either Francistown or Gaborone; 

owning and using a mobile phone.  

 

4.6.3 Observing the participants in natural settings 

I observed participants as they went about some of their daily activities with 

particular reference to their use of mobile phones. The main objective of my 

observations was to investigate their behaviours and attitudes when using a mobile 

phone use in their normal, everyday. In this context, I was interested to observe how 

they responded to their environment and also how each of them interacted with their 

mobile phone devices. For each participant, field observations were conducted on 

average once fortnightly, for about thirty minutes during a four-month period, 

between November 2012 and February 2013. All non-participant observations were 
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held in the afternoons at the library, student centres and cafeteria (for student 

participants), and work places (for non-student participants). Essentially, I was not 

interested in eavesdropping on their conversations, but rather, I observed from a 

distance how each interacted with their mobile phone, how they presented 

themselves and how they behaved during their mobile phone use. As I observed the 

participants, I made an attempt to ensure that my presence did not influence their 

behaviours in any way by staying a little distance from where they were, whilst also 

ensuring that they noticed that I was around. Admittedly, although I was interested in 

observing their interactive relationship with the mobile phone, I did not know what 

sort of information I was going to obtain from studying these participants. 

Nonetheless, my concentration refined as the fieldwork progressed, such that the 

initial impressions of each participant that I assumed during the first non-participant 

observation exercises was useful in helping me to map my next sessions with either 

the same participant or with others. 

During the non-participant observations, I paid close attention to 

understanding the settings that the participant occupied, the activity that the 

participant was involved in and how the participant’s personal interaction with the 

mobile phone changed in accordance with the settings and activities he or she was 

involved in. From time to time I observed how the participants kept their mobile 

phone, handled the device and displayed and used it while other people were around. 

While I observed the participants, I also took field notes in order to keep a record of 

what I observed. Writing field notes is a way of capturing and preserving meanings 

about the people being studied (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 2011). It has also been 

suggested that “field notes should also, where possible, record speech and action in 
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relation to who was present, where the events occurred and at what time” (Walsh, 

2004, p. 234). Therefore, I recorded the time, place and actions by the participants as 

they used their mobile phones. 

Since I had explained about my study to all the participants before the 

commencement of non-participant observations most of them expected me to visit 

them at their colleges, university or workplaces during the period of this study. 

Therefore, I did not worry about each of them noticing me whenever I was around. 

Nevertheless, during the first month in which I conducted non-participant 

observation, I observed that most of my participants seemed to avoid using mobile 

phones during my presence. Amazingly, I noticed that this behaviour changed during 

the months that followed, as they seemed to get used to my presence, going on with 

their businesses and pretending as if they did not notice me.  

As most of the non-student participants were in the internship program, 

which is commonly undertaken in Botswana after students have graduated from their 

first Bachelors Degree, I tried to dress neatly and appear modest whenever I visited 

them. This decision was notably influenced by Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) 

who suggest that researchers should present themselves in a manner that is similar to 

those being observed to help to build trust with them. With regard to the student 

participants, I dressed in ways that were similar to them and presented myself as a 

student rather than a staff member whenever I appeared on the college and university 

premises. I expected that strategically, this would make my student participants more 

at ease during my presence, especially since I anticipated that students in Botswana 

might pretend to avoid using mobile phones whenever their lecturers were around. I 



	   84	  

also did not want to appear as if I was going to present a judgement of any sort on 

the students and their activities, including their use of mobile phones. 

 

4.6.3.1 My roles as observer 

Many scholars have attempted to conceptualise the role of the ethnographic 

researcher in field studies. For instance, both Angrosino (2007, pp. 54, 55) and 

Foster (2006, pp. 72, 73) suggest that the researcher can assume the following roles 

during field observation: the complete observer; the observer as participant; the 

participant as observer; the complete participant. According to Foster (2006), as a 

‘complete observer’ the researcher observes participants without coming into direct 

contact with them in the study, whereas as in the role of ‘observer as participant’ the 

researcher can interact with participants and observe them without being involved in 

their activities. In the case of ‘participant as observer’ the researcher observes 

participants while also participating in some of their activities, whereas as in the case 

of the ‘complete participant’ the researcher is fully immersed as a participant in 

conducting research. Creswell (2013) also notes that in the context of non-participant 

observation, “the researcher is an outsider of the group under study, watching and 

taking field notes from a distance”, and “he or she can record data without direct 

involvement with activity or people” (p. 167).  

Specifically, in this study I partly assumed the role of observer as participant. 

During non-participant observations, I always kept a distance from each student 

participant and preferred to track them in wider settings, such as libraries, student 

centres and cafeterias, rather than in closed spaces such as classrooms and computer 

laboratories so that I would not be forced to participate in their activities, but rather 
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concentrate on observing them as they interacted with their mobile phones. However, 

unlike the students, the non-student participants inhabited closed settings such as 

offices and conference rooms. Therefore, I devised a strategic way to observe them. 

For instance, whenever I visited them, I engaged in conversations with them on 

different topics such as their previous studies, social lives and hobbies while also 

observing their interactive relationship with the mobile phone. This gave me an 

opportunity to study their experiences with the mobile phones, such as to know the 

type and appearances of the devices they used, and how they handled their devices. 

Sometimes during the conversations, their mobile phones rang, signalling the arrival 

of a text-message or voice call. Also interestingly, others would interrupt my 

conversations with them to make calls. This gave me an opportunity to observe their 

behaviours and attitudes as they used their mobile phones. 

  

4.6.4  Diaries and follow-up interviews 

Nonetheless, despite successfully conducting non-participant observation on urban 

youth participants in Botswana, I was concerned about the reliability of the empirical 

data that I collected. My concerns in this regard relate to the three disadvantages of 

non-participant observation that are raised by Denscombe (2010): that it describes 

“what happens” and not “why it happens”; that data recorded may miss the most 

reliable facts due to the possibility that some contextual behaviours happened outside 

observation schedules; and that there is the possibility of a researcher “disrupting the 

naturalness of the setting” (p. 204, 205). In view of these concerns and to lessen the 

problem of unreliability for the data collected during the non-participant 

observations, I also administered diaries and conducted follow-up interviews (semi-
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structured) with the participants that I observed. The diaries compensated for the 

activities that took place outside non-participant observation schedules (see 

Appendix 4). The follow-up interviews that I held with the participants were also 

useful to probe them about their decision-making processes and behaviours during 

the non-participant observations.  

I gave each of the twenty-eight participants a journal to diarise any decision-

making around their use of their mobile phones. I instructed all the participants on 

how to complete the diaries during the month of December 2012. I had singled out 

December because, according to most of the participants, it was the month in which 

they were engaged in different activities that included studying, travelling and 

networking, and possibly, the mobile phone became the most relevant device for use 

during these activities. Twice in that month, each of them was required to update me 

about how they kept the diary. The diaries were also useful in cases where observing 

participants during voice communication on mobile phones seemed impractical and 

unethical. In the diaries, the participants were required to record the type of 

handset(s) that they owned and used; state the reasons for acquiring that particular 

mobile phone handset; record the common benefits of using the devices; and discuss 

the challenges they encountered that were associated with both the ownership and 

use of mobile phones. The participants were also required to record their own 

activities, thoughts and reflections based on their experiences associated with their 

use of mobile phones on a daily basis. Accordingly, other activities that participants 

were required to record in their diaries included the number of calls and text 

messages that they made and received on their mobile phones in a particular day; 

information about any other use of their mobile phones other than calling and text 
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messaging; the duration of each call; the people who they were talking to or chatting 

with; the purposes for these communications and the associated service (calling or 

text messaging) costs.  

With regard to follow-up interviews, I conducted twelve one-on-one semi-

structured follow-up interviews with some of the youth participants. All the follow-

up interviews were held in the last two months of fieldwork. The design of the main 

interview questions asked during each follow-up interview was based on some of the 

preliminary findings from both the observations and diaries. For instance, during 

follow-up interviews the participants were asked to explain regarding some of the 

choices they made about their mobile phone handsets, the behaviours they displayed 

during mobile phone use and some of the activities that influenced them to use the 

devices. According to Rubin and Rubin (2005), “probes ask the interviewee to keep 

talking on the matter at hand, to complete an idea, fill in the missing piece, or request 

clarification of what was said” (p. 137). Humphreys (2005) also suggests that follow-

up interviews are relevant to help the researcher verify data collected during 

observations of the same participants. Hence, conducting follow-up interviews gave 

me an opportunity to clarify the motivations, behaviours, attitudes and choices 

participants made as part of their consumption of mobile phones. All interviews were 

held at the participant’s place of choosing in Francistown and Gaborone, and were 

audio-recorded and later transcribed. 

 

4.7 Focus group discussions 

In addition to non-participant observations, I also conducted focus group discussions 

with other youth who did not participate in the non-participant observations. Focus 
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group discussion involves a group of seven to ten people taking part in a discussion 

that is facilitated by the researcher, and often these participants are familiar with 

what is being discussed (Marshall & Rossman, 2010). Tonkiss (2004) postulates that 

the key feature of focus groups is their interactive nature. Relatedly, Denscombe 

(2010, p. 352) describes how focus groups involve a group of people who are 

familiar with the issue that is discussed, that emphasis is on the interaction of the 

group, and that the moderator (often the researcher) facilitates the interaction 

between members of the focus group. By using the focus groups, I gave more youth 

in Botswana the opportunity to explain their adoption, use, impacts and meanings of 

mobile phones in a discursive group setting. This was necessary to complement the 

data collected from participants during the non-participant observation. 

 In focus groups, participants provide the researcher with a variety of 

viewpoints that are useful to construct meanings and to find the middle ground 

within the context of a group (Byrne, 2004; Gray, 2009; Tonkiss, 2004). If 

participants selected for focus groups know each other well and come from the same 

social group, they “produce a wealth of information on topics about which they share 

a common interest”, and they “share many realms of culture” (Handwerker, 2001, p. 

122). According to Denscombe (2010), the usefulness of focus groups in this regard 

is to provide the researcher with an understanding of the “meaning that explains 

views and opinions” and also an opportunity to “check if an experience evokes 

disagreement among group members or exposes a range of contrasting views” (p. 

354). As such, data from the focus groups was useful as supplementary material to 

the empirical data that I collected during the non-participant observations. 
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 Another advantage of focus group discussions is that the majority of 

participants often feel inspired to take part since they discuss issues that they are 

most of the time familiar with, and sometimes this fosters openness from those that 

come from marginalized social groups (Neuman, 2011). Also, focus groups are 

considered efficient and inexpensive since data is collected from several people at 

once (Cargan, 2007). Therefore, focus group discussions have been used in many 

similar studies that have also explored mobile phone adoption and use by youth. For 

instance, Bond (2010) used focus group discussions in a study to investigate how 

youth at three different schools in Suffolk, UK, managed their relationships through 

mobile phones. According to Bond, focus group discussion is an interpretative 

account that offers a good rationale for listening to youth and understanding their 

lives from their point of view. Specifically, Bond considered focus group discussions 

for two reasons. Firstly, since the participants were selected from a circle of friends, 

the power balance was shifted from the researcher to the friendship groups during 

the discussion sessions. In the process, the group took over the discussion and the 

researcher was in a position to observe and listen to what they had to say. Secondly, 

participants in her study were gathered around a table in a relaxed manner. This 

ensured that each individual was active in the discussion and conversations were 

lively and dynamic. Accordingly, Bond’s (2010) viewpoints were instrumental to my 

decision to use focus group discussions in this study. However, there are of course 

disadvantages associated with focus group discussions, such as the modification 

effect of group pressure on individual judgements. Therefore, to avoid this, I gave 

each of the participants a chance to clearly articulate their viewpoints during each 

focus group discussion.  
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 I held four focus groups, each with a group of eight participants for about one 

hour-thirty minutes. Of the four focus groups, two were held in Francistown and the 

other two in Gaborone. In each city, one focus group constituted student participants 

and the other involved non-students. All four focus groups were held in the afternoon 

during the month of March, 2013, and the conversations were audio recorded. 

Recording data during focus groups offers opportunities for playback during 

transcription. Byrne (2004) advises that playbacks of the audio recorded data is 

useful to make the researcher understand what is being said, remember how it was 

said and easily capture the expressions that were commonly used during the 

interviews. In addition, notes were also taken during the focus groups to record the 

dates, days, exact location for the focus groups, and other necessary data such as the 

expressions and attitudes of the discussants. 

 

4.7.1 Recruiting and sampling participants for focus groups 

The participants for the focus groups were recruited in ways similar to those that 

participated in the non-participant observations. For instance, advertisements were 

placed at the GIPS Gaborone campus and the IHS Francistown campus to invite 

students to participate in the focus groups. IHS students lived on-campus and 

received little stipend, whereas all GIPS students live off-campus and get full 

stipend. Therefore, I held focus groups at these campuses because I wanted to 

examine how varied income status has implications on mobile phone adoption and 

use for youth. As detailed in the advertisement, prospective participants were to be 

aged between eighteen and twenty-five, own and use mobile phones and study at 

GIPS Gaborone campus or IHS Francistown campus. After a large number of 
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students responded to the advertisements, they were then sampled for the study. 

Using stratified sampling, the final group of eight participants from each campus was 

then selected. These comprised of males and females. In addition, emphasis was 

made to ensure that for each gender, there was representation in both age categories 

of eighteen to twenty-one and twenty-two to twenty-five. One focus group discussion 

with student participants was held in a seminar room at GIPS Gaborone campus and 

the other in a small classroom at IHS Francistown campus. Participation for each 

campus was also restricted to students who studied at that campus. Light snacks were 

provided to participants in the form of soft drinks and biscuits.   

 In addition to the student participants, two groups of eight non-student 

participants were identified and recruited for the focus groups during several visits 

that I undertook to Nzalo shopping mall in Francistown and Game City shopping 

centre in Gaborone. Using simple random sampling, participation for the focus group 

discussions in each city was restricted to youth who lived in that city, who were aged 

between eighteen and twenty-five, and owned and used mobile phones. According to 

Cargan (2007), participants selected for focus groups should be familiar with what is 

being discussed, since they are expected to define and chat about issues articulately. 

In the case of these participants, care was taken to ensure that they were non-

students; that there was an equal representation of males and females in each focus 

group; and that age categories of eighteen to twenty-one, and twenty-two to twenty-

five were represented. The focus group discussion with the non-student participants 

in Francistown was held at a Nandos restaurant in Nzalo mall, whereas in Gaborone 

it was held at a Wimpy restaurant in Game City shopping mall. Prior to each session, 

permission to hold the focus groups in these premises was sought with management 
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at these restaurants. Nonetheless, accessing these permissions was primarily reliant 

upon me and the participants being customers, hence I bought light meals in the form 

of soft drinks and hamburgers for each participant.  

 

4.7.2 Conducting focus group interviews 

During the focus group discussions I followed the same procedure as applied in 

semi-structured interview by first asking the main broad questions, and then allowing 

the discussants to respond before following up with probing questions. I required 

participants to discuss the following: what influenced them to adopt mobile phone 

devices; how they preferred to carry their mobile phones in their settings; how they 

used the devices; the relevance of the devices in their lives, at household level, 

during studies (for students participants) and in workplaces settings (for non-student 

participants); how they made the choice to use a mobile phone in situations when 

other people were around (see Appendix 5). Participants were also asked to state and 

discuss issues relating to how the mobile phone impacted their social and cultural 

lives. They were also asked to identify challenges and problems relating to mobile 

phone adoption and use in Botswana, such as issues of signal connection, associated 

crimes and economic impacts, as well as to discuss the symbolic meanings of mobile 

phones in their lives. As part of these discussions, I also sought to establish the social 

interaction that is put in place between the user and other persons during mobile 

phone use. 
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4.8 Semi-structured interviews 

As part of this study, I also conducted semi-structured interviews with another 

twenty-six subjects (mostly adults) in Botswana. As noted above, these interviews 

were predominantly useful in terms of offering me perspectives from other observers 

who lived and/or interacted with the primary participants on a daily basis. Semi-

structured interviews are undertaken in a flexible manner and are interactive 

conversations between the researcher and an informant (Byrne, 2004). According to 

Silverman (2006), conducting semi-structured interviews involves asking questions, 

sharing ideas and recording the conversations. Rubin and Rubin (2005, p. 65) 

suggest that participants recruited for interviews should be both ‘experienced’ and 

‘knowledgeable’ about what is being studied. Nevertheless, Neuman (2011) 

recommends that while conducting interviews, the interviewer should show interest 

in the responses to encourage the elaboration of issues on the part of the interviewee. 

The interviewees in this study included the parents and the lecturers of youth 

participants in this study; the librarians and boarding master from the colleges 

attended by some of the student participants in the study, the police officers and 

some government officials and employees in the mobile telephony sector in 

Botswana. Interview sessions with these subjects were held in Gaborone and 

Francistown between February and April 2013. Each interview session was 

conducted at the time and location of the interviewee’s choosing and was audio 

recorded and later transcribed.  
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4.8.1 Rationale for interviewing secondary participants 

The decision I made to include secondary participants in this study was specifically 

influenced by my expectations about the role each would play. As I highlighted in 

the introduction section, I considered these participants as informants on two levels. 

Firstly, some worked within the mobile communication industry in Botswana, and 

the interviews with them sought to understand how mobile telephony has been 

diffused, developed and structurally positioned countrywide. This was necessary for 

me to sufficiently explain, using the analysis of the data from these interviews, how 

the diffusion and development of mobile telephony have impacted on the adoption 

and consumption of mobile phones by youth in Botswana. Secondly, I wanted these 

participants to share with me their viewpoints regarding youth adoption and use of 

mobile phones, and the associated social interaction and cultural impacts of using 

these devices. 

Specifically, I recruited two categories of interviewees to act as secondary 

participants. The first category included those I considered to be knowledgeable 

about the diffusion and development of the mobile phone in Botswana. These were 

the Minister and an official from the MTC, three officials from the Department of 

Telecommunications and Postal Services (DTPS), two officials from the BOCRA, 

and a representative from each of the three mobile telephony operators in Botswana. 

Participants in category two were those who had first-hand experience with the 

primary participants in this study. These included five parents and two colleagues of 

primary participants, two lecturers from GIPS, a lecturer from IHS, one librarian and 

a boarding master from IHS, a lecturer and librarian from UB and two police officers 

(one from Francistown and the other from Gaborone). All participants in this 
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category, except the police officers, were somehow related to the primary 

participants, as inhabitants of the participants’ familial homes, the colleges and 

university where some of them studied or the workplaces where some of them 

worked. Therefore, interviews with the secondary participants were conducted 

during the last three months of fieldwork after I studied the primary participants. 

Their selection was largely influenced by the results from the non-participant 

observations of the youth participants, such that while studying the youth 

participants, I discovered specific behaviours and issues that needed to be probed 

further through discussions with people who spent more time with them.  

 

4.8.2 Recruitment of participants for semi-structured interviews 

A majority of informants in category one were recruited by sending letters to their 

superiors at their workplaces requesting interviews with any officer in the 

department who could share with me information about the development of mobile 

communication in Botswana. Others, such as the Minister of MTC and Head of 

Public Relations at BOCRA were sent letters by me requesting interviews with them. 

In the letters, I included an information sheet about my study and the sample 

questions that I wanted to ask them during the interviews (see Appendix 6 and 7). 

Once I was directed to the right informant, I then contacted them and made 

appointments to conduct the semi-structured interviews. Although the interviews 

with this category of interviewees sought to solicit information about the diffusion 

and development of mobile telephony in Botswana, I also asked them to share with 

me their viewpoints with regard to mobile phone adoption and consumption by youth 

in Botswana. This was because I considered that most of them were adults and, 
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therefore, would have witnessed young people interacting with mobile phones at 

some point in time. 

 After ringing them to request for interviews with them, the parents and 

guardians of the participants were visited at their homes for interviews. Their 

involvement in this study was to discuss young people’s attitudes and behaviours 

while using mobile phones at the household level. With regard to the primary 

participants’ workplace colleagues, they were identified and invited to participate in 

the study during my visits to the places where some non-student participants worked. 

In the same way, the lecturers, the librarians and the boarding master were identified 

during my visits to the colleges and university where the youth participants studied. 

Specifically, these people were approached and asked to give accounts of youth 

behaviours with mobile phones in college and university settings, while the 

colleagues at the workplaces were recruited to provide their viewpoints with regard 

to their friends’ use of mobile phones in workplace settings. Basically, these 

interviews provided me with supplementary information that I could use to 

understand young people’s interactive relationship with mobile phones. 

 The police officers were recruited by sending letters to the Assistant 

Superintendent of the Botswana Police Services, requesting interviews with them 

about youth and mobile phone use in Gaborone and Francistown regions. As part of 

the response to my letter from the Assistant Superintendent, I got access to one 

police officer from each of the two regions. Once these police officers were 

identified through their superiors, I then made appointments with them to conduct 

the interviews with them at their workplaces. During the interviews with the police 

officers, I discussed with them issues around mobile phone consumption by youth, 
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such as the issues of crime and inappropriate use of mobile phone devices in 

Botswana.  

 

4.9 Ethical issues encountered during this study 

Silverman (2010) postulates that ethical problems are possible in any social research 

that deals with human subjects in the field. Therefore, it was crucial that I recognised 

all associated ethical issues in this study. Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) identify 

the following five ethical issues that are common in ethnographic research: 

“informed consent, privacy, harm, exploitation and consequences for future 

research” (p. 208). The three that were pertinent to this ethnographic study of mobile 

phone adoption and use by urban youth in Botswana were informed consent, privacy 

and exploitation. These issues were therefore addressed from the onset until the 

completion of the research, as recommended by Abbott and Sapsford (2006) who 

state that research ethics should be considered throughout the life of the project. As I 

noted earlier, all the participants involved in this study were given an information 

sheet that explained to them about their involvement, issues of privacy and the use of 

data from this study. 

 

4.9.1 Informed consent 

While I was granted an ethics approval by the Griffith Human Ethics Committee, and 

a research permit by the Government of Botswana, it was also significant that all the 

people participating in this study were well informed about the study and the risks 

associated with it. Abbott and Sapsford (2006) argue that before any data is collected 

in the field, researchers should explain everything about the study to potential 



	   98	  

participants and then seek their approval for participation in the study. According to 

Bryman (2004), approval should be in the form of an informed consent so that 

participants are not inconvenienced in any way. Therefore, while recruiting 

participants for this study I also issued them with an informed consent sheet. That 

informed consent comprised of information about this study for prospective research 

participants to read and make decisions on whether or not to participate. Once each 

participant was selected, they were then required to complete and sign a consent 

process form that confirmed participation and guaranteed them confidentiality and 

anonymity during data collection, analysis and publication. In addition to giving the 

participants an information sheet to read, I also took time to discuss with them about 

this project before they got involved. 

 

4.9.2 Privacy 

Although participants were guaranteed privacy with regard to their identity and the 

data they provided, I never attempted to put them under any pressure to provide me 

with any information. For instance, through the informed consent, I assured all 

participants in this study that I would never disclose their identity without their 

approval, and that data from the study was to be used primarily for academic 

purposes, such as conference papers, book and journal publications. I also informed 

them that this study might be useful in the future to inform the improvement of 

policies that are associated with the development of mobile communication in 

Botswana.  
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4.9.3 Exploitation 

As I outlined in the introduction section of this study, I made a commitment to see to 

it that my participants were not exploited due to their participation in the study. Thus, 

the data that I gathered from participants is not only useful to promote my scholarly 

knowledge, but is also relevant to address the challenges around mobile phone 

adoption and use by youth in Botswana. This coincides with the recommendation by 

Hammersley and Atkinson (2007) that “researchers should give something back, in 

the way of services or payment” to participants (p. 218). Although no specific 

benefits were given to participants during the fieldwork (except snacks that were 

provided to focus group participants), this ethnographic study of mobile phone 

adoption and consumption by urban youth in Botswana has practical significance 

that may benefit youth participants and mobile phone users countrywide. I envisage 

that studying youth and their adoption and use of mobile phones, including 

implications from using the devices, and making this information accessible to policy 

makers, would to some extent inform the improvement of policies and regulatory 

frameworks that are associated with the development of mobile communication in 

Botswana. All participants were informed about this in the informed consent. 

 

4.10 Coding, analysis and interpretation of empirical data 

Many researchers have explained in depth the importance of data analysis and the 

processes involved in this (Boulton & Hammersley, 2006; Bryman, 2004; LeCompte 

& Schensul, 1999). According to LeCompte and Schensul (1999), analysis of 

ethnographic data starts with inscription, description and transcription as part of 

fieldwork exercises. Correspondingly, Boulton and Hammersley (2006) suggest that 
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analysis of data involves data preparation such as transcribing recordings, coding 

data to spot relevance and finally assessing data to identify categories that are related 

and also checking for validity.  

 After undertaking the fieldwork, the next stages of the research involved 

coding and analysing the findings, and interpreting the data. Empirical data is 

referred to as pieces of information collected during a study (Sarantakos, 2005). 

However, Wilkinson et al. (2008) point out that data from fieldwork exercises is just 

meaningless facts and, therefore, researchers should acquire empirical meanings 

from those facts. Walliman (2005) suggests that this could be achieved through 

coding, which involves placing descriptive tags to assign units of meaning. Seale 

(2004) simplifies this by pointing out that coding is a way of developing patterns by 

placing similar content together. From coding, excerpt files are created and these 

constitute meanings of what the empirical data communicates.  

In view of the above viewpoints, the analysis of the empirical data in this 

study was two-fold. The first data analysis commenced during the early stages of the 

data collection. This involved the production of written accounts to record what 

happened during the non-participant observations and also to describe the settings 

the participants were involved in. From time to time, I used both the data and my 

experiences from the non-participant observation exercises that I undertook in the 

first two weeks of fieldwork to plan for the next fieldwork exercises, such as to draft 

the main questions for the follow-up interviews with the primary participants and the 

semi-structured interviews with secondary participants. Moreover, during the latter 

stages of the non-participant observations, I paid much attention to observing if there 

were repeated and different activities associated with participants’ actions and 
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behaviour that had taken place during previous observation sessions. I also paid 

attention to any new behaviours exhibited by the youth in the study as they 

interacted, through handling and use, with the mobile phone. I also translated notes 

from the participants’ diaries into meaningful transcripts.  

The second, and most crucial analytical process took place at the end of the 

fieldwork exercises. All empirical data including the recorded field notes taken 

during the non-participant observations, the transcripts of the participants’ diaries, 

and the transcripts from the follow-up interviews, the focus group recordings and the 

semi-structured interviews were analysed to derive broad themes that could easily 

explain the research questions that this study sought to address. To achieve this, two 

types of data analysis were done: narrative analysis and thematic analysis. The 

narrative analysis involved analysing data from interviews with the secondary 

participants in category one. In doing so, I identified key factors, dates, and critical 

points that explained the diffusion and development of mobile telephony in 

Botswana. These were useful for me to help compare information about mobile 

telephony in Botswana that is documented in Chapter 1 and also address part of my 

first research question, which seeks to explain the factors that influence mobile 

phone adoption in Botswana.  

Thematic analysis involved identifying the key themes that emerged from the 

data that I collected from both the primary and secondary participants during 

fieldwork. According to Walliman (2005), thematic analysis is achieved from 

summarizing a mass of data “by combining groups of questions that are conceptually 

or thematically connected either from a theoretical point of view or as a result of 

groupings that can be detected in the data” (p. 318). As part of the analysis, I 
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categorised data into place (Francistown and Gaborone), gender (male and female), 

age (aged between eighteen and twenty-one, and eighteen and twenty five) and 

occupation (student and non student). I then went on to examine how the above 

categories related to themes such as mobile phone adoption, mobile phone 

consumption, impacts, behaviours and cultures from mobile phone use, as well as 

meanings of the mobile phone among youth in Botswana. Specifically, I sought to 

interpret the adoption and consumption of mobile phones in the context of Botswana 

youth. In doing so, I also compared youth participants in Francistown to those in 

Gaborone; student to non-student participants; student participants from one 

college/university to another; females to male participants; and participants aged 

between eighteen and twenty-two to those aged between twenty-three and twenty-

five. The data obtained through thematic analysis was useful in that it provided 

material useful in addressing all of the research questions in the study. 

 

4.11 Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter has served to accentuate the validity of empirical findings that 

are more fully discussed in Part 2 of this thesis. In this chapter, I have introduced and 

discussed in detail the suitability of the broad qualitative approach chosen for this 

research and the specific ethnographic strategy used to collect fieldwork data. Thus, I 

have also explained how I undertook fieldwork exercises in Botswana that included 

conducting non-participant observations and administering focus groups with urban 

youth participants aged between eighteen and twenty-five in colleges, a university 

and workplace settings in the cities of Francistown and Gaborone. In doing so, I 

wanted to demonstrate how I comprehensively conceptualised and undertook this 
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study of urban youth in Botswana and their interactive relationship with the mobile 

phone. 

A detailed report of the empirical findings, including specific extracts from 

the semi-structured interviews with the primary and secondary participants in this 

study, and excerpts from some field notes that were taken during non-participant 

observations, is presented in Chapters 5, 6, 7 and 8. 
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Chapter 5    Mobile phone adoption by urban youth in Botswana 

5.1 Introduction  

The overarching aim of this chapter is to explore mobile phone adoption, from the 

perspectives of youth in Botswana. In doing so, I identify two categories of factors: 

one being the conditions that facilitate mobile telephony, such as licensing and 

operational frameworks, diffusion of network signals, access to mobile phones and 

mobile enabled services; and the other is the interplay of influences that include a 

young person’s motivations and attitudes when acquiring a mobile phone. Although 

this work builds on the review of the existing body of literature discussed in Chapter 

2 about mobile phone adoption by youth in various societies, I draw principally from 

the interviews I held with employees in the mobile telephony sector, youth and their 

parents in Botswana. Specifically, this chapter has been organised into five sections. 

In the first section I consider how both the high rate of diffusion and the 

organisational structure of mobile telephony in Botswana have significantly 

facilitated an overwhelming acceptance of mobile phones countrywide. In the second 

section, I examine how the need for connectedness has become an integral motive for 

mobile phone adoption among youth in Botswana. As a follow-up to this, I also 

identify other fundamental factors that influence mobile phone adoption in the 

context of Botswana youth. Next, I examine the ways that young people in Botswana 

acquire mobile phones. In the final section, I will also demonstrate that acquisition of 

mobile phones is an ongoing process, as it involves a young person starting to 

acquire and use the mobile phone (initial adoption), and then developing an ongoing 

interactive relationship with the device to the extent that one cannot imagine living 

without it. 
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5.2 The facilitating conditions for mobile phone adoption in Botswana 

Many economically developing countries such as Colombia, Taiwan, Vietnam, El 

Salvador and Jamaica have successfully accelerated the diffusion of, and formalised 

the organisational structure of, mobile telephony (Gamboa & Otero, 2009; Hwang et 

al., 2009; James, 2012), and Botswana is no exception. According to van Biljon and 

Kotze` (2008) and Kaba et al. (2009), these structural issues in telecommunications 

can enable or hamper mobile phone adoption and use by citizens, hence they are 

referred to as facilitating factors. Specifically for Botswana, the spread of mobile 

telephony occurred over a decade of continuous expansion11. Since being introduced 

in 1998, mobile telephony has spread countrywide from Gaborone - the capital city - 

where the local network operators (Mascom, Orange and BTC beMobile) are based, 

to the towns, large villages and some settlements. As a result, many people, 

including youth, adopt and use mobile phones. Generally, several officials in the 

mobile telephony sector in Botswana pointed to the following as the fundamental 

factors that facilitated potential subscribers’ initial adoption of mobile phones 

countrywide: the improved licensing and operational frameworks; the high rates of 

diffusion of mobile telephony; and the Government’s involvement in diffusing the 

sector countrywide. These are issues discussed in detail in the following section of 

the chapter. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
11.  This information is incorporated in the following journal article: Lesitaokana, W. (2013). 

Key issues in the development of mobile telephony in Botswana (1998-2011): An 

empirical investigation. New Media and Society [Published online 2 August 2013]. Doi: 

10.1177/1461444813495161.	  
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5.2.1 Mobile phone licensing and operational frameworks 

The availability of mobile phones and mobile communication services, including 

transmission signal, must logically precede mobile phone adoption in any society. 

However, as suggested by Gruber and Verboven (2001) and Rouvinen (2006), the 

diffusion of mobile telephony in any country is dependent upon comprehensive 

strategies that include sound regulatory and licensing frameworks which allow for 

fair competition between network operators. Fink et al. (2003, p. 443) also argue that 

governments in developing countries should introduce “comprehensive reforms” 

which are relevant to structurally position developments in the communication 

infrastructure in their countries. In Botswana, the first phase in the introduction of 

mobile telephony involved the licensing of network operators, which provided 

mobile communication signals and services to potential subscribers in many parts of 

the country.  

 Clearly, the licensing of Botswana’s first two mobile network operators, 

Vista Cellular and Mascom Wireless in 1998, was provided for in the Botswana 

telecommunications policy of 1997, which comprised of recommendations that other 

local telecommunication service providers also be licensed in Botswana to ensure 

competition with the Botswana Telecommunications Corporation (BTC). At that 

time, the BTC enjoyed the monopoly of being the sole telecommunications provider 

countrywide. However, this changed in 1998 after Vista Cellular and Mascom 

Wireless were licensed and each allocated a telecommunications spectrum through 

which they were allowed to transmit their networks. Once licensed, the local network 

operators started to sell mobile phones, provided prepaid and post paid mobile phone 

services and extended their presence to many towns and populated villages in 
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Botswana. Since many people in Botswana were not keen to adopt and use mobile 

phones during the early years of their introduction in the country, the network 

operators embarked on intensively advertising information about mobile telephony, 

with a particular focus on targeting young adults who formed a large part of the 

potential market. Interviews with youth revealed that even in recent times, many of 

them became interested in adopting a mobile phone largely through the result of 

prevalent advertising from which they began to perceive the usefulness of the 

devices. Other young people mentioned that since the first subscribers in Botswana 

seemed satisfied by the use of mobile telephony services, they also became interested 

in adopting mobile phones. 

Although Vista Cellular and Mascom Wireless did their best to accentuate the 

relevance of mobile phones so that they could gain many subscribers, their initial 

licensing frameworks prohibited them from building their own transmission 

networks. Rather, they were expected to use, through rental agreements, BTC’s 

transmission infrastructure. This was because the Government of Botswana had 

spent a lot of capital to build massive telecommunications infrastructure when BTC 

was set up. And yet, during that time the telecommunications market was still 

relatively small. There were concerns that if private network operators were to build 

their own transmission infrastructure, then the Government’s efforts would be 

rendered useless, and possibly this would have adversely affected the BTC. 

Nevertheless, these conditions hampered the business of the private network 

operators on two fronts. On the one hand, their revenues were minimized since they 

were made to recurrently pay large sums of money to the BTC for renting the 

transmission infrastructure even though they could install their own. On the other 
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hand, their operational efficiency was compromised during call transmission. This is 

because whenever subscribers made a call there was a delay in call transmission as 

call connections were first routed from their spectrum, through the BTC transmission 

network, before arriving at the recipient’s mobile phone.  

In late 2003, a few local businessmen acquired ownership of Vista Cellular 

from foreign investors and during the same year, Vista Cellular was rebranded 

Orange Botswana. As part of its rebranding, which comprised of comprehensive 

marketing, Orange Botswana amassed many new subscribers to its fold. The 

competition between Mascom and Orange intensified, and as a result, they both 

continued to extend their network scopes to many villages countrywide. In the 

process, many people, including youth, in the small villages in Botswana started to 

develop strong interests in acquiring mobile phones. Nevertheless, it was still evident 

in 2004 and 2005 that the licensing frameworks, which predominantly favoured the 

BTC, hampered the business operations of Mascom and Orange. For instance, since 

they were restricted to renting BTC transmission networks, the business scopes of 

Mascom and Orange were constrained to the places where BTC’s technologies were 

installed and operational. Furthermore, the more BTC technologies they rented as 

they sought to extend their transmission signal, the more rental costs they incurred.   

It was in 2006 that the then Minister of Communications, Science and 

Technology (MCST) liberated the mobile telephony market by introducing new 

developments such as, allowing the self-provision of transmission equipment by 

network operators, permitting local network operators to find their own international 

gateways, and also providing value added services. Indeed, these developments by 
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the Minister of MCST12 favoured the network operators as they started to expand 

their businesses and offer more mobile telephony services to their subscribers, 

including wireless and mobile Internet and international roaming. Through their 

international gateway licences, the local network operators managed to establish 

interconnection agreements with other international mobile network operators, and 

this simplified the transmission of international calls made within the interconnected 

mobile networks. Additionally, by building their own transmission networks, both 

Mascom and Orange were able to extend their transmission signals to many other 

places in Botswana, and consequently gained more subscribers from those places. 

Moreover, once the local network operators started to provide mobile Internet and 

more opportunities for mobile phone use, mobile phone subscription increased 

further. This was because before the advent of wireless and mobile Internet in 

Botswana, accessibility to the fixed Internet was scarce countrywide, and only 

limited to Government offices and the public and private institutions in the towns 

and large villages. But once mobile Internet became accessible through mobile 

network operators many people in Botswana, including youth, started to adopt 

mobile phones as they were offered opportunities for accessing mobile Internet on 

the devices. 

The licensing of BTC beMobile, the third mobile network operator in 

Botswana in 2008, also boosted the uptake of mobile phones and related services, 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
12. MCST used to be the Botswana Government ministry under which all telecommunications 

including mobile telephony falls. It was dissolved into two ministries in 2008, one being 

the Ministry of Transport and Communications (MTC) and the other is the Ministry of 

Infrastructure, Science and Technology (MIST).
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since the three mobile operators – at that time Mascom, Orange and BTC beMobile, 

competed for subscribers. As part of that competition, each mobile operator wanted 

to lower their charges with a view to acquiring more subscribers. New subscribers 

came on board and other experienced users also started to subscribe to more than one 

local network operator among the three. As some of the participants in the study 

pointed out, in doing so they wanted to take advantage of cheaper and sometimes 

free products that were sometimes offered by the different network operators.  

 

5.2.2 Diffusion of mobile telephony countrywide 

In many countries, the diffusion of mobile telephony products and services has 

preceded the individual adoption of mobile phones. This is because, diffusion, 

including the factors that facilitate the penetration of mobile telephony in each 

society and the accessibility of mobile telephony services, has implications for 

mobile phone adoption by prospective subscribers. However, despite this, many 

economically developing countries have lacked strategic policies to guide the 

implementation of approaches for diffusing ICT including mobile phones (Gyamfi, 

2005). For instance, specific to Sub-Saharan Africa, the diffusion and adoption of 

ICT in the region have been hindered by factors such as, the economic conditions 

and levels of political instability (Gebremichael & Jackson, 2006, p. 276), and 

sometimes, a lack of “political will and determination” from governments (Le Roux 

& Evans, 2011, p. 109). In the case of Botswana, following the licensing of the first 

two mobile operators, Mascom and Vista in 1998, the next phase involved diffusing 

mobile telephony countrywide so that prospective subscribers could expediently 

adopt and use mobile phones. As this became the responsibility of the Botswana 
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Government and the local network operators, the Government took it upon itself to 

monitor the installation of network technologies in the underserved communities 

while the local network operators focused on increasing access to mobile telephony 

products and extending signal coverage to many communities countrywide. This 

underscores Donner’s (2008) viewpoint that when mobile telephony is introduced 

into a country, the government typically plays a crucial role in structuring the sector. 

The findings of this study revealed that the process of diffusing mobile 

telephony in Botswana started off slowly, as it involved momentous efforts by the 

Government to make available transmission infrastructures countrywide and also by 

the local network operators to provide access to mobile phones and mobile phone 

enabled services to many potential subscribers. Moreover, at that time, many local 

people including youth were hesitant about acquiring a mobile phone. During the 

interviews I conducted with some participants in this study, they pointed out four 

explicit reasons for this: mobile telephony signal was only possible in a few urban 

places in Botswana; the costs of mobile telephony products and services were high; 

the BTC remained a prominently known public telecommunications provider; and 

mobile phone transmission signals were considered hazardous to human health. 

Obviously, after being licensed Mascom and Vista first took their markets to larger 

populated areas, such as towns and large villages, which strategically guaranteed 

them quick business. Thus, mobile network signals were restricted to those places. 

Nonetheless, a large part of the youth population who lived in the towns and large 

villages were unemployed and did not have money to purchase mobile phones and 

related services. Because of this, many young people considered the expense of 

acquiring a mobile phone device and mobile telephony services costly, whereas fixed 
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landline telephones provided by the BTC were comparatively cheaper. Also, 

potential subscribers were reluctant to adopt mobile phones because fixed landline 

telephone services and public pay phones, which were installed by the BTC in 

various public places across the country such as in shopping centres, public clinics, 

hospitals, colleges and the kgotla13, were a guaranteed alternative. The other issue 

that inhibited acquisition of mobile phones were claims (which were later discovered 

to be unfounded) that during mobile phone use, the transmission signal emitted 

waves that caused brain cancer. As a result, many people, including youth, were 

sceptical about acquiring and using mobile phones. 

 

5.2.2.1 The Botswana Government’s commitment to network underserved villages 

Although this study was conducted in Francistown and Gaborone in Botswana it 

must be noted that, generally speaking, the mobile phone facilitates communication 

between two individuals in the same towns or in separate locations. Due to rural to 

urban migration which is common in Botswana (Stephens, 1975), these locations can 

also include towns, rural villages and settlements (such as farms and cattle posts). 

For instance, once young people inhabit urban places, there is a need for them to link 

up with their parents and relatives whom they have left behind in rural villages and 

settlements. Therefore, and as planned for in the Vision 201614 framework, network 

infrastructures should be relatively accessible in both rural and urban places in 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
13. The kgotla is the main gathering place in the villages and townships in Botswana, and the 

tribal chief or headman, oversees it.	  
14. Vision 2016 is the long-term vision for Botswana. This will mark 50 years since 

Botswana’s independence from Britain. It is proposed that by 2016 Botswana will be a 

prosperous, educated and informed nation.	  
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Botswana to facilitate mobile phone connections in and out of these places. Also 

referring to this, the government officials who were interviewed as part of this study 

kept emphasising the Botswana Government’s commitment to ensuring that by 2016 

all people everywhere in Botswana will have access to telecommunications and 

information services. Thus, as one official in the MTC revealed:  

 

Despite facing budgetary constraints, our government has committed 

itself to ensuring that by 2016	  [fifty years after Botswana’s independence 

in 1966], the whole population of Botswana is widely connected. We 

want to provide telecommunications [including mobile communication] 

in all towns and villages countrywide so that by the target year no one 

would be left out. As part of this, Botswana has acquired massive 

Internet from overseas through the Western and Eastern cable network 

and we have realised the potential of mobile phones and other digital 

gadgets to access this Internet (Molefhi, 66, male, 24/11/2012, 

Gaborone). 

 

As the official pointed out, the Botswana Government considers mobile phones as 

significant for use to access mobile enabled services. Despite this, there are some 

rural villages and settlements in Botswana which do not have network signals. As I 

noted in the above sections, the local network operators have purposely left these 

places out when diffusing the transmission network since their focus was on the 

places that guaranteed them quick financial returns. Against this backdrop, the 
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Botswana Government introduced the Nteletsa15 project in 2004, and this was also 

followed by the Nteletsa 2 project in 2011. Through the Nteletsa projects, MTC 

engaged with the local network operators to make continuous efforts to install 

transmission infrastructure in many parts of Botswana, with plans to advance 

transmission signals countrywide, thus also promoting the adoption of mobile phones 

in those places. However, it is yet to be seen how the Botswana Government’s efforts 

in this regard will help to facilitate mobile phone consumption in the underserved 

places in countrywide, as it is planned for, by 2016. 

The other notable issue that is somewhat connected to the involvement of the 

Botswana Government’s efforts to increase the adoption of mobile phones 

countrywide was the facilitation of diversity of cultures among some young people in 

Botswana by sponsoring them for studies in various overseas countries. Between 

1998 and 2002, the Government of Botswana sponsored several thousands of young 

people to study at overseas universities in Australia, the UK, the USA and Malaysia. 

While these young people returned to Botswana after completing their studies, most 

of them came back with experience of diverse cultures and some different cultural 

practices that they acquired overseas, including the use of mobile phones. Thus, as 

the father of one such student explained: 

 

When my son returned from the USA where he had completed his 

studies, I noticed that one of the things that he brought back from 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
15.  Nteletsa project was undertaken as a national initiative by the MTC to network 

underserved communities in Botswana with telecommunications including fixed 

telephones, mobile communication and the Internet. The first stage of the project was 

referred to as Nteletsa and the final stage Nteletsa 2.
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overseas, and that he seemed to cherish so much was his mobile. He was 

different from us, in that he managed to connect easily with his friends 

[also from overseas] using mobile phones. Initially, most of us parents 

thought this was just a cultural experience as part of their adaptation from 

where they lived, but eventually, we also became optimistic about the 

usefulness of mobile phones to connect with relatives and family 

members who were far away (Rathedi, 82, male, Gaborone, 11/10/2012). 

 

Indeed, by 2005, owning a mobile phone started to became widespread in Botswana, 

first in the towns and later at the large villages where network operators extended 

their signal connection. Furthermore, many people including youth in Botswana had 

started to show interest in acquiring mobile phones as many local stores sold mobile 

phone handsets and mobile phone accessories. Micro entrepreneurs in Botswana also 

sold airtime vouchers and provided mobile calling stations in towns and large 

villages where signal connection was adequate (Urbach, 2012).  

 

5.2.2.2 User’s accessibility to mobile phone handsets 

Despite slow diffusion of mobile telephony during the first three years following 

their licensing, Mascom and Vista did not become discouraged and continued their 

efforts to sell mobile phones and profit from the provision of network signals in 

towns and large villages in Botswana. Nevertheless, it has been noted that the main 

barrier to mobile phone access and use for many people in the global South is cost, 

and this includes the purchasing and consumption of mobile phones (Chu et al., 

2009; Leppaniemi & Karjaluoto, 2005; Rouvinen, 2006). Botswana youth are no 
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exception in this regard, as many of them are unemployed. In consideration of this, 

both the local network operators and BOCRA have made significant contributions to 

ensure that local youth adopt and use mobile phones. While mobile operators have 

been selling a wide range of mobile phone products including cheaper and expensive 

handsets, BOCRA has been expediently regulating the costs of mobile phone 

consumption.  

The price of mobile phone handsets in Botswana ranges between P180 and 

P9 00016. Consequently, many young people have at least acquired the cheapest 

handset. As for the people who live in rural villages and settlements where mobile 

phone handsets are not sold, they would either travel to the towns and large villages 

to buy the devices for themselves, or send their friends or relatives to buy for them. 

During mobile phone consumption, many young people in this study mentioned that 

they subscribed to prepaid contracts, which are widely common in Botswana. 

Conceivably, this has been because it is generally accepted that prepaid subscriptions 

allow users to easily manage their spending (Kalba, 2008), such as buying airtime for 

mobile telephony services only when needed. Furthermore, through pricing control 

measures enforced by the BOCRA, mobile telephony services, except mobile 

Internet, are fairly cheap in Botswana, and as a result, the consumption of mobile 

telephony among youth is somewhat feasible. The average call tariff for local 

prepaid calls starts from P1.32 per minute for BTC beMobile subscribers, and P1.70 

for Mascom and Orange. Also, the average cost for sending text messages across the 

three network operators in Botswana is P0.30 per text message, and prepaid mobile 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
16. At the time of this study P1.00 was approximately U$0.11	  
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broadband Internet is accessible on smart phones for around P300 per 800 megabyte 

(MB) for a month. 

 

5.2.2.3 User’s accessibility to mobile phone enabled services 

As researchers have pointed out, information and communication technologies (ICT) 

are useful to promote economies, deliver public services and enhance development at 

community, national or international levels (Loo & Ngan, 2012; Manohar, 2005; 

Srinuan, Srinuan, & Bohlin, 2012). However, Kaba et al. (2009) decry failures by 

many countries in the global South to efficiently utilize new technologies. 

Specifically for Botswana, in addition to selling mobile phone handsets and 

providing transmission signals, the local network operators also offered opportunities 

for mobile phone enabled services that users would take advantage of to maximise 

the functionality of mobile phones in their lives. Also, upon realising the potential of 

mobile phones to deliver social and public services, many government departments 

and private businesses in Botswana have introduced mobile phone enabled services, 

which are considerably useful to many young people countrywide. Several of these 

notable services include the use of mobile phones to conduct mobile banking and 

money transfers; to deliver mass announcements and advertising; and to undertake 

other personal activities such as online chat and social networking.  

Often, clothing and chain stores such as Edgars, Options and Woolworths in 

Botswana send information to their customers on mobile phones to advertise their 

new stocks and discounted sales. From time to time the Department of Road 

Transport and Safety (DTRS) under the MTC in Botswana send text messages to 

owners of motor vehicles to remind them about the expiry dates for their vehicle 



	   118	  

licensing, and the need to re-register their cars once annually before the due dates. 

Likewise, the Department of National Disaster Management under the Office of the 

President in Botswana often sends text-messages warning the public about expected 

heavy rains and possible floods during the rainy seasons. Similarly, doctors in private 

clinics and hospitals connect with their patients through the use of mobile phones, 

and from time to time they send them text-messages about their next visits and 

appointments. In addition, MOESD has also embarked on sending text messages to 

school students in Botswana informing them about examination results and 

sponsorship opportunities for tertiary education. Also, the universities and colleges in 

Botswana sometimes send text messages to young people informing them about 

admission and registration issues. The need to access these services continued to be a 

significant motivation for adopting mobile phone devices, particularly among youth 

who did not already own such a device. 

The local commercial banks in Botswana, such as Barclays Bank Botswana, 

First National Bank Botswana (FNBB), Standard Chartered, Capital Bank, Bank of 

Baroda, African Banking Corporation (ABC) and the Botswana Building Society 

(BBS) have also taken advantage of mobile telephony and strategically introduced 

online and mobile banking services. Through mobile banking services, young people 

who have bank accounts in local banks can transact money in and out of their 

accounts on their mobile phones without having to go to the bank. FNBB has 

introduced E-wallet17 services to assist mobile phone subscribers who do not have 

bank accounts, thus, prompting many young people who want to use this service to 
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
17. When FNBB customers send money to non-FNBB customers using e-wallet services, an 

sms code will be reported in the recipient’s mobile phone. The recipient will then use the 

sms code as a pin number to withdraw money from any FNBB ATM.
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adopt mobile phone devices. Furthermore, some urban youth in Botswana who have 

a substantial income have registered for online banking in order that they can 

transact money online using mobile Internet on their smartphones. Many student 

participants in the study who received a stipend on a monthly basis from MOESD 

mentioned how they benefit significantly from these services. The local mobile 

network operators have also introduced mobile money services that are possible 

through the use of mobile phones. These include Mascom MyZaka, Orange Money 

and BTC beMobile’s Smega18. A representative from one of the local network 

operators mentioned: 

 

With mobile phones, there is so much that subscribers can do. MyZaka is 

just one of those services provided by Mascom which demonstrate the 

convenience of owning a mobile phone (Tshepiso, 35, female, Gaborone, 

20/11/2012). 

 

Interestingly, both MyZaka and Smega are common forms of local lingo referring to 

money among youth in Botswana. Through these services, young people in 

Botswana can transact money for various activities such as paying bills (water and 

electricity), buying airtime and sending money to their relatives. Because of these 

services, ownership of mobile phones among youth in Botswana has become key. In 

addition to adopting mobile phones to undertake mobile enabled services, young 

people have also bought for themselves smart phone devices that afford them 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
18. Mascom MyZaka is a mobile money service provided by Mascom networks, Orange 

‘Money’ is for Orange networks and Smega is for BTC beMobile networks.
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opportunities for online social networking with their family, relatives and friends in 

Botswana and in the diaspora. The most popular social networks include Facebook, 

Twitter, Skype, Messenger and LinkedIn, most of which are only accessible on smart 

phones. More detailed accounts of the consumption of mobile phones for mobile 

banking and social networking purposes are included in Chapter 6 of the thesis. 

Clearly, the efforts of the Botswana Government and mobile operators to 

facilitate mobile phone adoption countrywide have produced significant results. As 

indicated in the 2012 annual report of the BOCRA, the total number of mobile phone 

subscribers across Botswana’s network operators increased dramatically from 

332,264 in March 2002 to 2,953,116 by March 2012 (Botswana Telecommunications 

Authority, 2012), in a population of around 2,1 million. Also, by March 2012, the 

market share between the three operators stood at 54% for Mascom, 35% for Orange 

and 11% for BTC beMobile. The high number of subscribers for Mascom is a result 

of its demonstrated higher level of commitment to extending its transmission 

networks to many large and some small villages across Botswana than Orange and 

BTC beMobile. 

 

5.3 The need for connectedness as motivation for mobile phone adoption 

among youth 

While the high rate of diffusion and the organizational platform of mobile telephony 

in Botswana is a strong indication that there is a high penetration of mobile 

communication and accessibility to mobile phones and related products countrywide, 

this in itself does not provide a complete explanation for mobile phone adoption by 

youth in Botswana. Essentially, the factors that influence and shape youth adoption 
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of mobile phones are important indicators in the adoption process. According to 

Caron and Caronia (2007), factors such as the relationship between the user and 

technology, and the functional role that the technology plays in the user’s usual 

routine are of considerable pertinence in the adoption process. When asked to 

explain what influenced them to adopt the mobile phone, young people in Botswana 

indicated that overall, the need for connectedness was the integral motive that 

influenced mobile phone adoption in their lives. Clearly, among youth in Botswana, 

a specific driver for the uptake of mobile phones was grounded in their local cultural 

customs related to connectedness among families, relatives and associates. In this 

regard, the specific examples of connectedness which were mentioned by youth 

participants and their parents in the study were as follows: young people connecting 

with their family and relatives for social support; adolescents connecting with their 

aunties and uncles for advice on issues of adulthood such as relationships, pregnancy 

and marriage; students connecting with their classmates and lecturers in colleges for 

assistance on issues that pertain to studying; and young people in the workplaces 

connecting with their colleagues and customers on matters related to their businesses. 

 As alluded to in Chapter 2, young people in Botswana are raised in traditional 

lifestyles that require them to always connect with their families, relatives and other 

people in their communities. However, as part of their contemporary lifestyles, 

young people must often live apart from their loved ones due to the need to migrate 

to the towns and large villages to undertake new livelihoods. Despite the distance 

between them and their loved ones, there is a need to re-establish their traditional 

values and principles of linking up, checking on and taking care of each other, from 

time to time. Also, as part of their new lifestyles in the towns and large villages, they 
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make new connections with other people who they sometimes need to contact. As 

this study has revealed, in most cases the mobile phone has become the most 

significant device to facilitate these connections. Specifically, young people in 

Botswana celebrated the relevance of the mobile phone for use in personalised 

communication such as voice calls, text messaging and mobile online social 

networks. For instance, during adolescence many young people in Botswana leave 

their families and relatives and migrate to the towns and large villages in order to 

attend college and university. Because of the separation, they would still need to 

continually re-connect in some way to nurture the bonds that they developed with 

them. Consider the following extract that came out during an interview with 

Refilwe19 (22), a student at GIPS, when she revealed the benefit of adopting the 

mobile phone to connect with her mother and daughter:  

 

I come from Maun, where my one-year-old daughter lives with my 

mother. Since Maun is about 900 kilometres from Gaborone where I 

stay, it has been difficult for me to travel there every week. Nonetheless, 

I have bought my mother a mobile so that sometimes I may call her from 

it to check on my daughter. Especially as my mother does not have a 

fulltime paid job and doesn’t have money to buy airtime, she usually 

sends me text messages to update me about my baby’s wellbeing 

(Refilwe, 22, female, Gaborone, 14/12/2012). 

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
19. All participants in this study were given pseudonyms as part of an agreement with them 

that their identity would not be revealed in any resulting publication from this study.	  
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Other young people in Botswana migrate to towns where there are many 

opportunities for employment. Also, as part of their traditional upbringing, it is 

expected that once they find jobs they should support their families. This involves 

taking care of their parents and grand parents, and occasionally checking on them. It 

is traditionally held that embracing these values guarantees young people long life, 

as well as strong affection and favour with their relatives. Nonetheless, some of the 

young people stayed far away from their parents and grandparents such that it was 

costly to visit them. According to the participants in the study, they thus found solace 

in the mobile phone. This is illustrated in the following accounts offered by two 

young people who participated in the study: 

 

My father and mother live alone at the farms where there are no facilities 

such as shops, clinics and landline fixed telephones. However, the mobile 

network signal is adequate. As a result, I bought them a mobile phone so 

that we can always be connected (Neo, 24, female, Cresta Lodge-

Gaborone, 28/11/2012,). 

 

I bought myself a mobile because I wanted to be connected with my 

relatives and friends who live in Jwaneng [Jwaneng is located about 600 

kilometres from Francistown where he lived and worked] (Joel, 25, male, 

Francistown, 02/12/2012). 
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Furthermore, when young people migrate to towns, leaving their family and 

relatives behind, they also come across the challenges of boredom, loneliness and 

unpremeditated independence. As most of the young people first experience 

independence from their relatives when they go to college or university, student life 

is often stressful. In relation to this, one of the parents I interviewed as part of this 

study explained to me how he facilitated mobile phone adoption for his teenage 

daughter who studied at one of the universities in Botswana: 

 

Once my daughter left us here in Francistown to go and study at UB, I 

had no choice but to buy her a mobile phone so that she can contact us 

from time to time. It serves as an umbilical cord that connects her with us 

[him and his wife]. Whenever I get worried about her, I will call her. I 

have also explained to her that if she is in danger wherever she may be, 

she should call me (Ngele, 65, male, Francistown, 03/12/2012).  

 

In addition to the social support they receive from their parents during adolescence, 

girls in Botswana would sometimes contact their aunties to discuss matters of 

womanhood. Likewise, boys would be mentored in matters of manhood by their 

uncles. As part of these connections, they occasionally get together with these adults 

and engage in personal communication. However, at some point in life, when some 

relatives move out of their homes to start their own families, young people would 

still want to connect with them at times. For instance, in her diary, Kaelo (21), a 

student at UB, mentioned how part of her decision to buy a smart phone was 

influenced by the need to connect on Facebook with her aunt who lives overseas. 
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According to Kaelo, she usually gets valuable support from her aunt on matters about 

her relationship with her boyfriend. 

Also during adolescence, many young people in Botswana start becoming 

involved in intimate relationships. As they do not spend all their time with their 

partners, and some of these people live far away in different towns and villages, they 

need to always connect with them to nurture their intimate relationships. Another 

student participant from UB also revealed the significance of adopting two mobile 

phones, one to connect with her family and the other to connect with her boyfriend 

on social networks: 

 

I own two mobiles, one is a mini Xperia 10 that my boyfriend bought for 

me, and the other is just a simple Nokia 1280. Although my boyfriend 

also lives in Gaborone, I use the mini Xperia 10 to connect with him on 

Facebook, WhatsApp and Twitter from time to time. As for this Nokia 

1280, it is useful to me to connect with my father and younger sister who 

live in Maun [her home village located about 950 kilometres from 

Gaborone, where she studies at UB] (Letta, 21, female, Gaborone, 

23/10/2012). 

 

Young people in Botswana also require social support from the members of the 

community they live in. These include friends, classmates, colleagues and lecturers 

who they meet in colleges, university and workplaces. As part of their college and 

university life, young people would make new friends, meet new classmates and 

lecturers who they need to connect with from time to time for social and educational 
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support. Likewise, those in the workplace also make new friends with some of their 

colleagues. Many young people in the study also concurred that they needed mobile 

phones to facilitate connections with these people on several occasions. 

 

5.4 Other factors that influence mobile phone adoption among youth 

Although mobile phone adoption is primarily influenced by the need for 

connectedness, there are other factors that shape the adoption process among youth. 

According to van Biljon and Kotze` (2007), who studied mobile phone adoption 

among youth in South Africa, other factors such as social influence, gender, age and 

income status are identified as important elements that influence mobile phone 

adoption by young people in the economically developing countries. The current 

study reveals that, in the context of Botswana youth, there are primarily two types of 

mobile phone adoption: initial adoption and continuous adoption. During initial 

adoption, young people are normally enthusiastic about the consumption of the 

mobile phone, such as its basic function to offer them broad connections (through 

communication) with other users. The findings of this study indicated that income 

plays a significant role in determining mobile phone adoption at this stage. 

Continuous mobile phone adoption involves users acquiring more than one device or 

replacing an old one with a newer and advanced handset. Often, this is dependent 

upon the new ways in which the user perceives or makes sense of the functionality of 

the device. As I demonstrated in the findings above, the factors such as social 

influence, cultural gratifications and gender play a significant role in motivating 

young people in Botswana to acquire either a new handset, or own more than one 

device. 
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5.4.1 Influence of income on young people’s adoption of mobile phones 

During the study, disparities were observed with regard to the type of devices that 

non-student participants owned compared to student participants. Most of the non-

student participants owned smart phones, such as Blackberry, Sony Xperia and 

Nokia Lumia, while a majority of student participants owned simple, cheaper models 

and others used counterfeit smart phone devices20. As I pointed out earlier, the 

follow-up interviews with the non-student participants revealed that they received the 

smart phones from their workplaces, and these were useful to help them perform 

daily tasks at their workplaces, such as accessing emails during and after work, and 

storing digital information. Observations of student participants indicated that the 

students who mostly used counterfeit smart phones were males from GIPS and UB, 

whereas students at IHS used cheaper and basic mobile phone handsets. During the 

follow-up interviews, the participants pointed out that used and counterfeit smart 

phone handsets are more costly (they cost around P2000) than basic mobile phone 

handsets sold in many stores in Botswana. Consequently, they had saved for them for 

several months from their stipends. According to male students in GIPS and UB, 

their handsets made them cool within their friendship groups. Nevertheless, used and 

counterfeit handsets were often unreliable and did not last long. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
20. Counterfeit smart phones are faked brands that are commonly found in some shops in 

Botswana that sell imported products from overseas countries, especially China. Most of 

these devices are often not certified through international standards. Although 

counterfeit devices are considerably cheaper than original brands, and many young 

people in Botswana use them, they are often not certified according to international 

standards, and are considered by young people as undependable and hazardous to health.
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 Conversely, student participants from IHS mentioned that they kept to 

cheaper handsets that were useful for basic mobile communication since they could 

not afford to buy expensive ones. Unlike students in GIPS and UB, they revealed that 

they received little stipend from MOESD. Consider the following remarks by two 

students at IHS Francistown campus: 

 

I am not satisfied with my mobile, but I don’t have a choice since I don’t 

have money to buy a smart phone. My mobile is simple and doesn’t have 

many features. However, I intend to buy myself a Blackberry once I get a 

job after I complete my studies (Kefilwe, 21, female, Francistown, 

04/12/2012). 

 

Smart phones are expensive and a mobile that is not in use is useless, and 

one needs to perpetually buy and load airtime to keep their mobiles 

functional. So, I feel that it is best I keep to a basic phone so that I can 

save money to buy prepaid airtime to recharge it at times. It may be 

cheap but it has a useful torchlight (Ofentse, 24, male, Francistown, 

04/12/2012). 

 

This indicates that among college and university students in Botswana, the choices 

regarding the type of mobile phone handset that each student owned and used was 

dependent on the amount of stipend they received from MOESD. Furthermore, 

young people in Botswana who have support, such as from workplaces (non-student 

participants), and those who have access to a stipend from academic sponsors (such 
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as student participants from UB and GIPS), adopted smart phones whereas those 

who do not have such privileges (students from IHS) adopted basic mobile phones.  

 

5.4.2 Factors that influence continuous adoption of mobile phones 

During my fieldwork, several participants in this study admitted to swapping simple 

and cheaper mobile phones that they had initially bought when they received their 

first stipend to a more advanced handset. According to the participants, when they 

saw other people with smart phone handsets with digital cameras and advanced 

features for playing music, their attitude towards basic mobile phone handsets 

shifted. Although the participants lamented that swapping a basic brand for a smart 

phone was costly, it appeared that the social influence of others surpassed the cost of 

acquiring the latest handset or a smart phone device. For instance, Nay (22), a third 

year student who studied for a Bachelor of Science degree in Chemistry at the 

University of Botswana had a Samsung Galaxy S4. It cost P5500, almost the price of 

a laptop computer. He managed to buy this phone after saving for about seven 

months. Nay admitted that before he bought this phone, he admired a similar 

smartphone that his uncle used. Other young people in Botswana also pointed out 

how they were persuaded to buy their smart phones after seeing advertisements about 

them and their functionality. Consider the following remarks: 

 

I once owned a simple Alcatel mobile. I considered it nice and unique. 

However, after realizing that most of my friends owned smartphones that 

can play music and take photos, I bought myself a Blackberry Bold 

(Mpho, 20, female, UB-Gaborone, 20/11/2012). 
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My first mobile was a Nokia 5100, but last month I bought myself a 

Samsung Galaxy Pocket after seeing it on the shop shelf some weeks 

before. It looks fashionable and my friends envy it (Thero, 22, male, UB-

Gaborone, 20/11/2012). 

 

In addition to social influence towards adopting specific mobile phone handsets, 

Mpho and Thero’s remarks also demonstrate that the significance of mobile phones 

to young people in Botswana also includes a more illustrative interactive relationship 

between the user and peers. To some degree, this indicates that mobile phone 

adoption among some sections of youth in Botswana is influenced by the relevance 

of the device which is evidenced from the early adopters of the devices. 

 This study also revealed that young people in Botswana related their mobile 

phone adoption to the context of how they wanted to use the devices. The interviews 

with young people revealed that they all wanted to own devices that were useful for 

various forms of mobile phone media and communication: and this included making 

voice calls, sending and receiving text messages, conducting social networking, 

accessing mobile Internet, exchanging digital photographs and videos and playing 

mobile games. While also discussing this with youth who were given smartphone 

devices from their workplaces, they pointed out that the devices were relevant for use 

in the roles that they held as part of their job descriptions. Comparably, student 

participants at GIPS and UB pointed out that the counterfeit smartphones were useful 

for them to access mobile Internet, because access to fixed Internet was often 
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inadequate in their school premises. Consider the following remarks that came out 

during follow-up interviews with some young people in this study: 

 

Unlike my previous mobile phone, my new Samsung Galaxy S4 is useful 

to access Facebook, Skype, MP3 music, videos and the Internet. I access 

and check online updates for my online classes and also research through 

Google (Nay, 22, male, UB-Gaborone, 26/11/2012). 

 

Although I first owned a simple Nokia 1280 to connect to my family at 

home, I acquired this S3 mini because I wanted a mobile that could also 

connect me with my friends overseas through social networks (Gorata, 

19, female, GIPS-Gaborone, 29/11/2012). 

 

In addition to the issues of social influence and advanced functionality of the 

devices, there were also some gender differences with regard to patterns of mobile 

phone adoption among youth in Botswana. Whereas male student participants from 

GIPS and UB were found using smartphones, the female participants in this study 

concurred that they preferred to own mobile phones that were colourful. They cited 

that these made them look presentable and fashionable in their social and cultural 

networks. As a result, when their parents or boyfriends bought them mobile phones, 

they requested them to buy the colourful handsets that were also the newest in the 

market. The consumption of the latest, colourful and smart phone handsets among 

youth in Botswana will be discussed further in Chapter 7, in the thesis.  

 



	   132	  

5.5 Acquisition of mobile phones among youth 

As indicated in the sections above, in the context of youth in Botswana mobile phone 

handsets can be acquired in two ways. Thus, individuals can buy the mobile phone 

for themselves or they might receive a phone from others, typically as a gift. 

Interestingly, for most youth in this study ownership of the mobile phone started 

either during their first year at college or university or immediately after completing 

high school. Other young people received a mobile phone as a gift from their parents. 

Some student participants revealed that they managed to acquire a mobile phone for 

themselves after receiving their first stipend from the Ministry of Education, Skills 

and Development, in Botswana, whereas other non-student participants mentioned 

that they already owned a personal mobile phone handset and then acquired a second 

one from their workplaces. A young person who worked at one of the commercial 

banks in Botswana mentioned: 

 

This one is my second mobile phone. It was given to me so that I can be 

accessible to my colleagues at work whenever they wanted to reach me. I 

also use it to connect with bank customers (Lebo, 24, female, Barclays 

Bank-Gaborone, 16/11/2012). 

 

My study found that generally, there is a wide range of mobile phone handsets 

available in Botswana. As I demonstrated above, the ownership of mobile phones 

and the choice of devices differ depending on factors such as income status, gender, 

social influence and perceived significance of the device. However, smartphones 

were the most preferred type of mobile phones to be adopted by youth. This is 
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because, as many young people in the study concurred, smartphones offer them 

opportunities to access public services through their multi-modal features such as a 

the Internet and the latest social networking applications. However, considering that 

most of the young people in Botswana are unemployed and come from poor families, 

smart phone devices are expensive for most of them. Once young people in 

Botswana who do not have electricity in their dwelling adopt the mobile phone, they 

will then make it a habit to charge their mobile phone handsets at workplaces, 

colleges or at neighbours’ houses. During the study, other young people mentioned 

that sometimes they pay small fees to charge their mobile phone devices at tuckshops 

in their neighbourhoods. 

 

5.5.1 Acquisition of mobile phones and the concept of coordination 

Among urban youth in Botswana, as part of the process of acquiring mobile phone 

handsets there are several forms of what I refer to as ‘coordination’. These are as 

follows: self-coordination, parental coordination, coordination from the workplace, 

and coordination from partners. In self-coordination, an individual uses a mobile 

phone to manage their personal lifestyle. According to the young people in 

Botswana, they adopted the device for themselves when they perceived that it would 

help them coordinate their independent lives and used it as a device that connects 

them with families and friends, and as a device that guarantees them emancipatory 

lifestyles. Parental coordination was indicated when a parent or guardian purchased 

the device for their children, as they wanted to connect with them when they were 

away from home. According to the parents who were interviewed in this study, 

through voice calls and text messaging communications with their children, they 
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could be satisfied regarding their safety and security, and also trace their children’s 

whereabouts while away from home. However, although the young people who 

participated in this study concurred that they appreciated their parents’ efforts to buy 

them mobile phones, they pointed out that through the devices, their parents could 

also exert a level of control on them and that this served to limit their independence. 

As for those who received the mobile phones from their workplaces, through 

the devices they were connected to customers, colleagues, their supervisors and 

managers from their workplaces. The participants in this study pointed out that while 

mobile phones were an added benefit associated with their workplaces, they felt that 

the devices also tied them to do their jobs at anytime even when they were off work, 

especially since customers could contact them during weekends, while they were on 

leave and on public holidays. According to the participants, mobile phones obtained 

from workplaces were predominantly post-paid monthly contracts, which were 

renewed once every two years. What interested the participants the most was that 

during the contract renewals, they were given newer mobile phones handsets while 

also allowed to keep the old handsets. An example of the coordination from partners 

that came out in this study is when a man buys a mobile phone for a girlfriend, as 

was the case with some participants at UB and GIPS. Although men often buy 

mobile phones for their girlfriends as gifts, the devices also serve as a symbol of 

control over the recipient. According to some adolescent female participants from 

UB, their boyfriends connected with them through their mobile phones at all times. 

The semi-structured interviews with police officers also revealed that once men buy 

mobile phones for their female partners they impose on them some degree of control, 
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and often, the females had no choice but to oblige their partners’ every request. Thus, 

as one police officer observed: 

 

It appears that mobile phones are regarded by young girls in Botswana as 

the most precious gift that they can ever receive from their partners. 

Once a man buys a mobile for his partner [often adolescent females], 

they expect these girls to always adhere to their requests. Pitifully, these 

young girls’ rights are replaced by the mobile phone and they cannot 

refuse anything that is suggested by their male partners [who bought the 

devices for them]. Often, these young girls will also become 

unaccountably rude to their parents and never listen to their advice 

(Chris, 53, male, Gaborone, 18/01/2013).  

 

Although most mobile phone devices are expensive, participants in this study 

considered that it was always advantageous for them to buy the devices themselves 

because this meant they could avoid control from parents, guardians and intimate 

partners. They also felt that buying a mobile phone themselves provided them with 

an opportunity to buy their most preferred brands. Nonetheless, most of the 

participants also decried how the lack of basic income hampered their ability to buy 

mobile phones for themselves. Other non-student participants pointed out that in 

addition to receiving mobile phones from their workplaces, they also bought second 

devices for personal use to avoid being spied on by supervisors from their work 

places. 
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5.6 “I cannot imagine life without it” 

According to Agarwal (2000) the adoption of information and communication 

technologies goes through a series of stages. Correspondingly, but specific to mobile 

phone technology, Ling (2004, p. 28) maintains that in employing the concept of 

Domestication it is possible to see how the process of mobile phone adoption goes 

through several steps, these being imagination, appropriation, objectification, 

incorporation and conversion. As I highlighted in Chapter 3, all these steps explain 

both the technical and social factors that surround user (in this case youth) 

interaction with mobile phones, and also treat adoption as a continuous process. For 

instance, in Botswana, young people considered the mobile phone a must have 

device in that they cannot imagine life without it. Surprisingly, all the participants in 

this study revealed that at some point in time they had lost their mobile phones. 

Others also pointed out that their mobile phones had been stolen, whereas some 

participants expressed how robbers forcibly took their mobile phones away from 

them. Consider the following excerpts that came out during focus group interviews 

with the participants in the study: 

 

I was actually coming to UB from Riverwalk shopping mall with a friend 

when four teenage boys approached and attacked us. We tried running 

away from them but they caught up with us, they threatened us with 

knives and asked us to hand them our mobiles. We were scared, and did 

not hesitate, but straight away we took our phones from our handbags 

and gave them away, just like that. I felt disgruntled, especially because 



	   137	  

the phone that they took from me was the most expensive device I ever 

owned (Rati, 23, female, UB-Gaborone, 20/11/2012). 

 

My mobile was forcibly taken from me while at Gabane [a low-income 

neighbourhood in Gaborone]. This other guy followed me while I was 

walking towards the shops, stopped me and asked me to hand him my 

mobile phone. I hesitated for a while, and he started to threaten me with 

an iron rod, telling me that if I refused to give it to him he would kill me. 

There was nothing I could do, so I ended up handing it to him. Worse 

still, he told me that if I wanted my sim-card back I should give him 

P10.00 [$1.25]. Since I stored all phone contacts of my family, relatives 

and friends, I had no choice but to pay him for it (Dan, 24, male, intern at 

MTC-Gaborone, 10/01/2013).  

 

Dan also went on to reveal that, soon after this incident, he bought himself a cheaper 

replacement mobile phone handset. He also mentioned that he had used his 

replacement phone for about six months before he bought another smartphone. While 

being asked to comment about crimes associated with youth adoption and use of 

mobile phones, one of the police officers interviewed for this study pointed out: 

 

Since many young people in Botswana want to own a mobile, and the 

device has a substantial cost value, criminals [often youth] target mobile 

phone users who use expensive smartphones, forcibly take these devices 
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from them and then re-sell them at cheaper prices (Nwako, 49, male, 

Francistown, 04/12/2012). 

  

As well as replacing the lost devices, young people interviewed for this study also 

concurred that they changed and replaced their mobile phones at some point in time. 

In particular, the student participants mentioned that they did not like the first 

devices they owned, which as some of them mentioned, were given to them as gifts 

from their parents as a reward for performing well at high school and, in the case of 

others, after getting accepted into college and university. Therefore, once these 

young people got to college and managed to save some of their stipend, they bought 

themselves new mobile phones and gave away the old ones. Other participants also 

pointed out that they changed their mobile phones because they wanted to own the 

devices that had been recently introduced onto the market. The smartphone handsets, 

as many of them mentioned, were significantly relevant for use for various functions. 

Consider the following remarks: 

  

I received my first mobile from my father, but once I received my first 

stipend from MOESD I sold it and I bought a newer one. With the first 

device I could not access FM radio, the Internet and MP3 music player 

(Abel, 19, male, UB-Gaborone, 19/11/2012). 

  

Therefore, both the replacement of lost phones, and the switching from old to new 

mobile phones, indicates that the adoption of mobile phones among youth in 

Botswana goes through several steps, which include first time acquisition of the first 
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mobile phone device, and continues with acquisition of a replacement mobile phone 

as time goes on, especially after the user becomes acquainted with owning a device. 

This also indicates that experienced users find it difficult to exist without a mobile 

phone, especially in situations when they lost their devices through theft. 

 

5.7 Conclusion 

Overall, this chapter has sought to explore the issues that influence mobile phone 

adoption among young people in Botswana. During the course of the chapter, I have 

demonstrated that the role of the local network operators and the Botswana 

Government in spreading mobile telephony countrywide cannot be underestimated. 

For instance, the local network operators continue to sell mobile phone products, 

extend mobile phone signal and mobile-enabled services countrywide, and 

subsequently, citizens including youth have adopted the devices. Moreover, despite 

its status as a developing country, the Botswana Government through MTC has 

committed to networking many under-served communities in Botswana so that by 

2016 every individual in the country will have access to telecommunications 

services, including mobile telephony. Considering that Botswana, like the rest of 

Sub-Saharan Africa, is an information poor region, what has been achieved by both 

the Government and the local network operators so far has generated pressure on the 

majority of citizens, including youth, to adopt and use mobile phones. For those who 

did not have the devices, these services have encouraged ownership of mobile 

phones on their part, because potential users considered that for them to use these 

services they should first adopt mobile phones. As for those who already own mobile 

phones, the availability of mobile enabled services in Botswana encourages them to 
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continue adopting new mobile phone devices (smartphones) that function efficiently 

to perform these services. Clearly then, if access to mobile phones, transmission 

signal and mobile phone enabled services are well facilitated in the economically 

developing regions, young people will undoubtedly adopt mobile phones in large 

numbers. 

Although adoption of mobile phones among youth is considered a global 

practice, during the course of this chapter I have demonstrated that there are factors 

that shape and influence this process in the context of youth in Botswana. For 

instance, adoption of the mobile phone starts mainly at the teenage stage when 

adolescent users in Botswana start to have income. Some young people in Botswana 

receive the device as a gift from their parents and intimate partners; others purchase 

the devices for themselves and others receive them from their workplaces. In 

particular, students in local colleges and universities have taken advantage of the 

stipend they receive as part of their academic sponsorships to buy mobile phones for 

themselves after realizing the potential of the device for use for connectedness with 

other users. Moreover, since smartphones are expensive, some young people have 

devised different ways in which they can own them, as these offer them opportunities 

to access mobile enabled public services.  

The findings of this study indicate that mobile phone adoption among young 

people in Botswana is predominantly influenced by factors such as income status, 

social influence, perceived usefulness and personal gratifications of the device to the 

user. Generally, the adoption of mobile phones by youth in Botswana is linked with 

users’ affordance of mobile communication, mainly the pricing of the devices and 

the associated cost of services. Also, once a young person adopts and uses a mobile 
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phone, the process of adoption continues, such that whenever the device gets old, 

lost, damaged or stolen, a young person would immediately find ways to acquire a 

new one. Significantly then, although mobile phone adoption among youth in 

Botswana is somewhat bound up with youth’s local circumstances, at the same time 

some of the findings emerging from this study are similar to those that are globally 

represented in the literature, suggesting that Botswana also forms a part of the global 

village in the way technology is domesticated in this context.  

As a follow-up to this chapter, Chapter 6 offers a nuanced demonstration of 

the consumption of mobile phones among youth in Botswana. This includes an 

insight into the use of mobile phone devices to connect young people with other 

users, and to access and engage with mobile-enabled services. 
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Chapter 6    Mobile phone use by urban youth in Botswana 

6.1 Introduction 

This chapter builds on the findings of Chapter 5, examining the relevance of mobile 

phones for youth in Botswana, with the aim to further our understanding of youth 

and their intersection with the devices from the perspective of a developing country. 

For this purpose, I will demonstrate that mobile phones are significantly useful to 

young people in Botswana in two very distinct ways: first, as telecommunication 

devices that connect users; and second, as information technology through which 

users access information, public and mobile services. In doing so, I will explore both 

the specific local forms of mobile phone use among Botswana youth, and the more 

general ones which are global in character. Specifically, this chapter is divided into 

four parts. In part one I consider the effectiveness of mobile phones for 

connectedness among youth. As a follow-up to this, I illustrate the patterns of mobile 

phone use for connectedness among young people and other users in society. In part 

three of this chapter I investigate the relevance of mobile phones for young people in 

Botswana in colleges and a university, and workplace settings. In the final part of the 

chapter, I demonstrate how the advent of mobile telephony in Botswana has 

significantly improved the socio-cultural lives of youth as they utilise the device to 

access public and mobile services. 

 

6.2 Extensive connectedness through mobile phones 

It has been established that generally, young people’s reliance on mobile phones is 

associated with the nature of humans as mobile creatures and their need for social 

contact (Green & Haddon, 2009; Ito, 2005). Pre-eminently, human life subsists 
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within the home and public settings, and it is shaped through one’s livelihood, which 

is normally associated with an individual’s occupation as part of their life’s 

endeavours. Lindgren et al. (2002) note, “the individual is a social creature, then, but 

also a mobile one” (p. 24). Insofar as people including youth are always in transit 

and socialise with others, there is a need for them to interact with other people. In the 

context of Botswana, the mobile phone provides a basis upon which social 

interaction between young people is largely facilitated; that is, through telephonic 

communication, social networks and information exchange. As I discussed in 

Chapter 5, due to the practices of migration between the home, colleges and 

workplaces, and strong interpersonal relationships that young people in Botswana 

develop with their families, relatives and associates; there is a need to be in perpetual 

contact with many of these people. Consequently, young people use mobile phones 

to facilitate communication that is necessary to nurture interpersonal relationships.  

Although telecommunication has always been available even before the 

advent of mobile telephony, such as through fixed landline telephones and facsimile, 

young people in Botswana acknowledged the importance of mobile phones, citing 

that the devices afforded them personal communication and connectivity with other 

users. Consider the following viewpoints from two participants during focus group 

interviews with them as part of this study: 

 

My mobile affords me the freedom of personal communication that 

landline telephones could not. Occasionally, my father would allow me 

to use our landline telephone, but I still can’t freely talk on it with my 

boyfriend because chances are high that someone in the family would 
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eavesdrop on our private conversation (Eric, 22, male, Francistown, 

12/01/2013). 

 

These days, one doesn’t have to be in the house to make a personal call 

from a landline. I normally walk out of the house or sneak into the 

bedroom whenever I want to call my girlfriend on my mobile (Tau, 25, 

male, Gaborone, 24/01/2013). 

 

Tau and Eric’s remarks indicate that, in essence, they have strongly positive attitude 

towards the mobile phone. In this regard, the popularity of mobile phones among 

Botswana youth is due to their effectiveness as mobile devices that afford young 

people the possibility to communicate on a personal level with other users, be it their 

immediate family, relatives, circles of friends or colleagues. To put this into a 

broader context, youth in Botswana have domesticated mobile phones within their 

life spheres as the devices help them to negotiate their social interaction with the 

world around them through voice calls, texting and social networking. The uses 

mobile phones are put to in this regard are documented in the next three sub-sections.  

 

6.2.1 Connecting with family and relatives through mobile phones 

Globally, mobile phones are convenient for use to access information and for 

telecommunication purposes. Expressly, the participants in this study concurred that 

they repeatedly use their mobile phones to make calls and send and receive text 

messages from their families and relatives. Although landline telephones would also 

be useful in this regard, many young people in Botswana still consider the mobile 
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phone a better alternative. This is because they can use the device for ease of 

connection with their family and relatives irrespective of where they are and the 

geographic proximity to where the other person in the conversation is, as long as the 

transmission network signal is adequate.  

Many of the youth participants in this study revealed that after completing 

secondary school they migrated from their home villages to towns to attend colleges 

and seek employment, thus, leaving their family and relatives behind. Occasionally, 

they would call and exchange text messages with these people to re-connect with 

them. Neo, a 24-year-old who came from Kanye and works at Cresta hotel in 

Gaborone went on to explain:  

 

As it is currently summertime in Botswana, my parents have migrated to 

the farms that are located about thirty kilometres from Kanye, my home 

village21. The lands are bushy and there is no basic infrastructure, not 

even electricity or fixed telephones. Fortunately for me, I bought my 

mother a mobile phone and a solar charger. One day while I called my 

mother on her mobile, she mentioned to me that my father had been 

seriously ill for about a week. She explained to me that they did not have 

airtime to contact us and worse, there was nowhere she could buy airtime 

at the farm. I immediately contacted my brother through his mobile so 

that we could go and pick my father up from the farms to go see the 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
21. During summertime in Botswana, many people in the villages who are unemployed 

migrate to the farms to undertake subsistence farming. Before winter sets in, they would 

migrate back to the villages where they reside until the next summer. 
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doctor at the nearest Hospital in Kanye. Once we arrived at the hospital, 

he received help immediately. I wonder what could have happened to 

him if I did not make a mobile call to my mom that day. 

 

When Neo initiated connection with her parents on the mobile phone, she was 

fulfilling the social obligation of taking care of her parents. As Neo emphasised, 

“being able to connect and converse with my parents on the mobile, and being 

certain of their whereabouts and health status, always kept me calm.” This incident 

also accentuates Ling’s (2004) views about the significance of the mobile phone for 

use in desperate situations. Whenever there is a family or social matter arising 

between two people who live away from each other, a conversation on a mobile 

phone prompts an immediate response and quicker assistance.  

 In another incident, Refilwe (22), narrated in her diary how on the morning of 

Wednesday 12 December 2012, she exchanged text messages (sms) with her mother 

who lives with her daughter in Maun. Consider Refilwe’s account below: 

 

 1018 I sent an sms to my mom to greet her and ask her about 

my two-year-old daughter. 

 1021 I received an sms from my mom who lives in Maun. She 

informed me that my daughter is well, and that she is 

stammering some good words as she is learning to talk.  

 1024 I sent her a reply sms to express my happiness.  

 1027 I received another sms from mom, as she wanted to know 

if I would be coming to Maun for Christmas holidays. 
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 1030 I sent a reply sms to confirm to her about my coming.  

 1032  Mom sent me another sms as she wished me well.  

 1033 I sent her another sms to thank her. 

 

When Refilwe linked up with her mother and daughter through the mobile phone, 

she was also preserving the social norms of connecting with relatives and taking care 

of the young ones. As she stressed, “it is important that my mother informs me about 

my daughter’s health status from time to time.” Interestingly for Refilwe, because of 

the long distance between Maun and Gaborone, the mobile phone became an 

essential device that facilitated a connection between her and her mother. Whenever 

Refilwe received news about her daughter’s good health status, her thoughts and 

emotions would be motivated. Hence, the need for her to link up with her mother on 

the mobile phone everyday in order to get an update about her daughter. Both Neo 

and Refilwe’s experiences with the mobile phone indicates that in developing 

countries such as Botswana, young people have a habitual practice of using mobile 

phones, and a reliance that goes beyond that understood by their counterparts in 

developed countries. While some of these uses may seem quite global in nature, they 

have locally specific relevancies in their traditional lifestyles.	  In the context of youth 

in Botswana, where rural to urban migration is very common, the mobile phone is 

significantly relevant for use to re-inscribe the traditional and cultural obligations of 

taking care of loved ones (family and relatives), and connecting with them from time 

to time. 

 One of the most localised uses of mobile phones among youth in Botswana 

that also came out during the focus group interviews was the effectiveness of the 
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device in connecting young people with family and relatives through online social 

networks. Consider the following extracts from focus group interview with students 

from GIPS Gaborone campus: 

 

Wil:  Besides calling and text messaging, what are the other ways in 

which you use your mobile phone to connect with members of 

your family and relatives? 

 Tuelo: I usually chat with my aunt on BBM on my phone. 

Mase: When I lived in South Korea about six months ago, I relied on 

Skype on my mobile to contact my father and sister in 

Botswana. 

Tshepi: I usually exchange Facebook and WhatsApp messages with my 

younger sister who lives with my mother in Canada. Since my 

mobile is always with me, we respond to each other promptly. 

Wil: Why is it important that you use social networks on your mobile 

phone? 

Mase: It was usually expensive for me to call home, and I also did not 

have a personal computer, so I used my phone.  

Tuelo: For me, I rely on my aunt for advice in a lot of things and she 

lives far away in the UK. Sometimes we can chat for almost 

three to five times a day. 

Wil: Isn’t that expensive for you and your aunt, Tuelo? 

Tuelo: Don’t you know? BBM is free for use from Mascom. 
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When connecting with their relatives through online social networks on the mobile 

phone, young people in Botswana are consolidating the family ties between 

themselves and their relatives. In particular, for Tuelo, her aunt is her mentor in life; 

hence she uses the mobile phone for extensive connection with her on BBM. As for 

Mase, because of the financial constraints that she was experiencing at the time of 

the interview, the mobile phone became a highly important means for her to connect 

with her family on Skype. This is because, as the participants in this study concurred, 

it is cost-efficient to access some social networking services on mobile phones. In 

addition, the use of the mobile phone device to access social networks also enables 

young people to make prompt replies to others whenever they chat. According to 

Tshepi, this is because the mobile phone is a portable device, and she takes it with 

her everywhere she goes. Furthermore, this also shows young people’s reliance on 

online social networks that are freely accessible on mobile phones as a means to 

connect with other people. Clearly, these illustrations also underscore the localised 

relevance of the mobile phone for use to re-constitute the Setswana way of life 

among youth, such as strengthening the social bonds between young people and their 

loved ones. 

  

6.2.2 Contacting associates through mobile phones 

In the Botswana context, young people have strong interpersonal relations with other 

people who form a circle of associates in the new places of habitation. As I noted in 

the previous Chapter, particularly for students, when they arrive in colleges and 

universities most of which are located in the towns, they make new friends. Likewise 

other young people make new connections with their colleagues at workplaces, and 
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new friends from the churches, social clubs and societies that they become a part of 

once they move to the towns and large villages. Through their mobile phones, young 

people store the contact details of their new associates, and from time to time they 

exchange text messages, call each other or connect through online social networks as 

they nurture these relationships and offer each other support and share information 

on social matters.  

Expressly, the participants in this study pointed out that the device was best 

suited for this sort of use due to four reasons. First, it affords them the possibility to 

send messages to a group of people at once. Second, after sending a text message 

from their phones they normally receive notification on their phones to confirm that 

the text message has been delivered to the recipient. Third, whenever they make calls 

from anywhere the chances are high that the recipient will answer the call, and 

failing that they will leave a voice message. Lastly, they freely access 0.Facebook 

and BBM on their mobile phones, and text messages are far cheaper than calls on 

mobile phones, which are normally expensive. 

 

6.2.3  Linking up with peers to organise social events 

Undoubtedly, the effectiveness of the mobile phone for use in various instances 

makes it one of the personal technologies that users always carry with them (Goggin, 

2006). Both Rule (2002) and Humphreys (2005) suggest that the mobile phone 

connects us with social and cultural networks. A further aspect of this study 

investigated how young people in Botswana also use the mobile phone to connect 

with others to organise social activities such as birthday parties, bridal showers, 
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bachelor parties, and baby showers, most of which are very common aspects of their 

everyday lives.  

As acknowledged by some participants during the study, the mobile phone is 

an all-round technology that is convenient for use starting from the time they 

organise the events until after the proceedings are held. For instance, they call and 

exchange text messages (sms) to arrange meetings and communicate information 

about their social events. This is because text messages on mobile phones can be 

kept or stored securely for a long time. Additionally, the organisers of these events 

use text messages to send information to others about directions to the place where 

an event is to be held, and the details about the bank accounts in which contributions 

for the event should be deposited. The young people interviewed for this study felt 

that because they carry a mobile phone with them all the time, it is normally 

convenient for the recipient of the sms to look up directions on their mobile phones 

while going to attend the event. Also, some of those who were requested to 

contribute financially explained how they occasionally transferred money for the 

events through FNB’s e-wallet services. This saved them the effort of having to 

travel to the banks to make the deposits. 

Furthermore, it is common that during these social events, young people use 

the camera phones on their handsets to take photographs or short video clips to 

record the activities that took place. As Hjorth (2008c) notes, the camera phone 

serves to capture and record the specific events participated in by the user. In 

addition, through using Facebook on their mobile phones, young people also 

exchange photographs with the peers in their network who could not make it to the 

event. The video and photographs taken at a social event and exchanged through 
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mobile phone use are relevant to document the event for remembrance about its 

success and also to record the attendance of those who made it to the event. Gye 

(2008) notes, “exchanging and sharing personal photographs is integral for the 

maintenance of relationships” (p. 137). The photographs taken using camera phones 

also serve to confirm the success of an event, and can also contribute as a reference 

point to make the next event a success as well. When young people connect with 

their peers, and capture and exchange photographs during social events, they are 

bolstering their social networks and exchanging social support with others in society. 

These examples also demonstrate the local relevance of mobile phones for use to re-

inscribe the Setswana values and principles of Ubuntu among young people, such as 

cooperating and social networking with other people in their communities. 

 Distinctly, the three examples above that pertain to the significance of the 

mobile phone in the context of Botswana youth as a means of staying connected are 

an indication that, in contrast to economically developed countries, the mobile phone 

is relevant for use in attempting to bridge the digital divide in developing countries. 

Kuttan and Peters (2003, p. 3) note that the digital divide is the disparity between the 

technology “haves” and the “have-nots.” Whereas young people in the developed 

nations have abundant access to ICT, their counterparts in developing countries still 

do not have similar opportunities. As I have stated in Chapter 1, before the advent of 

mobile telephony, telecommunication in Botswana was not possible among the 

people living in some rural villages and settlements. In addition, accessibility to 

mobile phones affords young people in Botswana the possibility to connect and 

exchange information with other people in both developed and developing countries. 

According to Rice (2002, p. 106), the digital divide also refers to the inequalities that 
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exist regarding access to and use of the Internet in view of the demographic 

characteristics of gender, income level, race and setting. For instance, whereas the 

rich in Botswana have access to landline telephones and computers, which are 

considered expensive by Botswana standards, many young people from poor families 

are only able to afford mobile phones. Moreover, fixed Internet connection in 

Botswana is limited to urban places and only accessible in government offices and a 

few private institutions, whereas comparably, mobile broadband Internet is 

accessible on mobile phones in all the places where mobile telephony signal is 

available in Botswana. 

 

6.3 Patterns of mobile phone use for connectedness among youth 

As noted earlier in this chapter, three distinct patterns of mobile phone use were 

revealed among the participants who took part in this study. First, it was discovered 

that many participants received more calls than they made, as many of them 

mentioned “they only make calls if they needed to”, such as in desperate and 

emergency situations. Second, it was observed that to avoid the high costs of making 

calls from their mobile phones, Botswana youth have developed a strong tendency 

for texting. Third, the penchant of young people in Botswana for using online social 

networks on their mobile phones continues to increase locally. These patterns are 

discussed further in the next three sub-sections. 

 

6.3.1 The practice of making and receiving calls on mobile phones 

As I have already mentioned to above, the mobile phone is significantly useful 

globally for telecommunication purposes. However, particularly for Botswana youth, 
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the practice of receiving incoming calls surpasses that of making calls on their 

mobile phones. For instance, of the twenty-eight young people who took part in this 

study, a total of twenty-two were found talking on the mobile phone during the six 

non-participant sessions that were conducted with each of them. The follow-up 

interviews with some of the participants revealed that during the times they were 

found talking on their mobile phones, seventeen of those calls were incoming calls 

from their parents, relatives, customers (for non-student participants) and intimate 

partners. Since the times when the non-participant observation sessions were 

conducted could be a contributing factor to the few mobile phone calls observed 

during the study, it is worthwhile to point out that this finding was also verified 

through the diaries in which the same participants were asked to keep and record 

their mobile phone use as part of this study. For example, in his diary, Poloko, a 24-

year-old student at GIPS had made seven calls and received a total of nineteen. Of 

the seven calls he made, three were return calls to the ones he missed from members 

of his family (mother and two sisters), one from his uncle and three others were 

made to his girlfriend. In another example, a record in Neo’s diary showed that she 

made a total of sixteen calls to her parents and relatives, and also received twenty-

nine calls from other people including her elder brother, aunts, classmates and 

boyfriend. Amongst the calls she made, seven of those were to her parents who lived 

at the farms as she “has made it a habit to keep checking on them at least once every 

week.” 

 In addition, focus group interviews with other participants in this study also 

indicated that it has become the norm for young people in Botswana to make few 
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calls and receive many. This is illustrated below in an excerpt from the focus group 

interviews which was held with young people in Francistown: 

 

 Wil: How frequently do you receive or make calls on your mobile 

phones? 

 Ame: Many times, but I receive more calls than I make. It’s costly to 

make calls from a mobile, as I don’t have a job yet.  

Larona: I normally don’t make calls I just receive them. When it’s urgent 

for me to connect with my boyfriend or parents I send them a 

‘call back message’22. 

Adam: Not many calls, it depends on how urgent I need to talk to my 

customers. Mostly, when I’m broke I send sms or ‘call back 

message’. 

Wil: Customers! Are you in any business? 

Adam: Yah! It’s a small business. I buy bulk airtime from the local 

networks and then re-sell it to other students for profit. 

 

Furthermore, many young people who participated in the study noted that they often 

make calls from their mobile phones “only when it is extremely necessary to do so.” 

As the participants pointed out, in situations when they do not have airtime to make 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
22.  Call-me-back’ is an inexpensive feature that is provided by all the local network operators 

in Botswana. Whenever a mobile phone user is out of airtime or does not want to spend 

their airtime, they can prompt another mobile phone user to call them by sending a ‘call-

me-back’ request on their mobiles.	  
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calls, or they want to save the little airtime that they have, they would send sms to 

request other users they want to contact to call them back. Another common way 

would be to send a call back message to the mobile number of the person they 

wanted to initiate contact with. As young people in the study concurred, a call back 

message confirms the need for one to be contacted urgently, hence, it is expected that 

once a mobile phone user receives a call back message on their phone, they will 

urgently call the sender of the message. Consequently, young people in Botswana 

have developed a tendency to send these sorts of messages to their parents and 

partners’ mobile phones. Although the use of the call back message seems to have 

become a common practice as a way of saving mobile phone credit, it has also 

engendered a form of resistance on the part of some mobile phone users. For 

example, during follow-up interviews with some participants, a few of them stated 

that they do not like being sent call back messages citing that it has become a 

common and annoying practice among Botswana youth, and that they too would 

want to save their airtime instead of using too much of it. 

One other predominant way in which young people in Botswana blatantly 

sway their parents and intimate partners to contact them immediately is through 

paging another user’s mobile phone and quickly cancelling the call before it is 

answered. According to both youth participants and their parents in this study, 

paging other users in this manner is considered significant in situations where one 

has less credit on their mobile phones yet they want to make longer calls to the other 

party. Although many of the participants in this study considered paging to be an 

annoying exercise, they also valued it as a practical way for gaining the attention of 

their parents and intimate partners and prompting them to call. As young people who 
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participated in this study implied, paging is one way in which they suggest to other 

users that they are in a desperate situation or need to be contacted immediately. 

Compared to a call back message, paging guarantees that once the recipient hears the 

ringing that signals an incoming call, he or she will promptly call back. 

 

6.3.2 Young people’s habit of texting 

Ling (2004), and Caron and Caronia (2007) have noted that globally, the mobile 

phone affords people the opportunity to connect with others and remain in regular 

contact with them through texting. My study has also investigated this aspect of 

mobile phone communication and found that, in addition to receiving calls, young 

people in Botswana use mobile phones to exchange text messages with other mobile 

phone users. An analysis of the twenty-eight diaries, in which participants recorded 

information about their use of the mobile phone over a period of a month, revealed 

that out of all the activities available on the mobile phone, text messaging was the 

most prevalent among youth in Botswana. For instance, the records in the diary of 

Pako, a 22-year-old from GIPS (Gaborone campus), showed that during the month of 

December 2012 he sent seventy-three text messages and received one hundred and 

sixty-two. Of the two hundred and thirty-five messages on his mobile phone, ninety-

two were messages exchanged between himself and his family, friends and relatives 

during his twenty-second birthday, which fell on 16 December 2012. Other text 

messages were sent by his classmates about meetings for assignments as part of their 

college studies. There were also exchanges between himself and his girlfriend, 

advertisements and promotional messages from Mascom, while other messages 

included the notifications he received while conducting mobile banking transactions. 



	   158	  

Often, Pako would also use his mobile phone to check the time, take photographs, 

access the Internet and social networks, and as an alarm to wake him. An analysis of 

the diaries of Pako and other youth participants in this study indicated strongly that 

once young people in Botswana adopt the mobile phone, they then develop a habit to 

texting as part of the process of Domestication.  

 During the study, the habitual practice of texting on mobile phones among 

young people in Botswana was also forthcoming during the non-participant 

observation aspects of my research, and this is demonstrated in the following 

example taken from my field notes:  

 

One Wednesday afternoon as I arrived at the UB library I spotted Rati, a 

twenty-three year old who was studying a Bachelor of Science (BSc) Degree 

of Chemistry at UB. She was sitting alone in a study area in the corner of the 

library. Expectantly, I had hoped to find her somewhere in the library during 

that day, especially since she had informed me beforehand that she usually 

spends most of her late mornings on Wednesdays studying in the library 

while waiting for her afternoon class later the same day. Without hesitation, I 

went and occupied another study area that was located about twenty metres 

opposite where Rati was, switched-on my laptop computer to surf the Internet 

while I also observed how she interacted with her mobile phone. Although 

she recognized me from a distance, she seemed uninterrupted by my presence 

as she continued studying. On the table in front of her were books, a laptop 

computer, papers and pencil case. After about twelve minutes of observing 

Rati, I watched her reach for her pencil case and take out a mobile phone, 
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glancing at its screen for a few seconds and then placing it on top of the 

table. My first impression was that she was checking the time on her mobile 

phone, but as she would later tap on the device several times, I then realised 

that she was either exchanging text messages or engaging on social networks 

with another mobile phone user. This incident went on for a while, such that 

once every three to four minutes she checked her mobile phone, looked at its 

screen and then tapped on its keypad for a minute or so. I could imagine how 

on that day, text messaging interrupted her study. After about thirty minutes, 

Rati’s phone rang signalling the arrival of a call. She quickly picked it up, 

answered it and then collected her belongings and hurriedly left the library.  

 

A follow-up interview with Rati revealed that during the time I observed her at UB 

library, she was exchanging text messages with her boyfriend who wanted to meet up 

with her before her afternoon class that day. When Rati chatted with her boyfriend 

through text-messages, she could decide when to read and respond to the incoming 

text messages while also studying. However, the arrival of the mobile phone call 

seemed to have persuaded her to leave the library and meet up with him. This 

indicates that although each text message requires a response, each person in the 

conversation can choose to respond to the text message at the time they want to, 

compared to a voice call when two people engage in synchronised conversation, and 

the one person persuades the other to take action. Rati emphasised this point further 

when she mentioned that at times when her boyfriend sent her a text message she 

would not respond to it immediately. She also insisted that sometimes she would lie 

to her boyfriend that she did not see the message. According to Rati, text messaging 
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was the most convenient way of connecting with her boyfriend since they could not 

see each other often, as she lived in the university premises while her boyfriend lived 

on the outskirts of the city. She also pointed out that they usually exchanged lots of 

text messages whenever they wanted to discuss issues about their relationship, and 

only resorted to voice calls when they had urgent issues to discuss. 

 In another example, I observed Thabo, a twenty-five year old student at UB 

exchanging text messages when also engaged in other activities such as walking 

across the school premises, queuing to withdraw some money from an automatic 

teller machine (ATM) and walking away from a supermarket at the student centre. 

Interestingly for Thabo, he would use his mobile phone to exchange text messages 

when his friends were around. During a follow-up interview with Thabo he stated, 

“most of the time, I exchange text messages with my customers who have ordered 

caps, t-shirts and sneakers that I import from overseas countries and sell locally.” 

Thabo also mentioned that he usually exchanged text messages with his suppliers 

overseas to confirm payments for goods, and to enquire about and trace the orders. 

According to Thabo, since his business required him to contact many people from his 

mobile phone, he had decided to use text messages, as they are inexpensive 

compared to voice calls. 

 The above findings revealed that in general, young people in Botswana 

exchanged text messages to communicate about social issues such as birthday wishes 

and to enrich family and friendship ties. In particular, the female participants in this 

study declared that they frequently connected with their peers through texting when 

they organised socio-cultural events such as birthday parties, house warmings and 

bridal and baby showers which, as I already noted above, are common in Botswana. 
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Additionally, other young people exchange text messages of love to their intimate 

partners as they enrich their relationships. Other young people exchange text 

messages with their family, friends and relatives with a view to curbing problems of 

boredom and loneliness while they are away from them as a result of rural-urban 

migrations. Students connect with each other through texting to share ideas during 

group studies as part of their learning, whereas other young people exchange text 

messages with their colleagues at workplaces to enrich friendship relations. 

 Although the participants in this study were not strictly required to do so, 

some of them recorded the text-messages from their mobile phones in their diaries. 

An incidental finding demonstrated in some of the participants’ diaries was that 

while texting, each conversation often consisted of several short message exchanges 

instead of one long message. While being asked to discuss the importance of sending 

text messages, focus group participants in this study suggested that texting is cheap, 

spontaneous and can be done quickly while also being involved with other activities. 

When asked to discuss the nature and purpose of exchanging short text messages, 

some of the focus group participants offered the following observations:  

 

Texting is done quickly and you don’t want to bore the recipient with 

long messages. You want to send a message that is straight and to the 

point (Puni, 25, female, IHS-Francistown, 12/01/2013). 

 

Texting is not a letter where you try to write all the points for the other 

person to see. Once the person you text replies to your message, the 

conversation flows. Constant text exchanges bridge the gap between the 
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two of you, and it’s like the other person in the conversation is there with 

you (Tebo, 20, male, Francistown, 12/01/2013). 

 

The above viewpoints imply that despite the geographic proximity between two 

people, when they engage in a conversation through texting, the conversation 

normally flows as if they are together in one place.   

 Lin and Tong (2008) also propose that text messaging is a common means 

through which young people globally, keep in touch. Moreover, as noted by Caron 

and Caronia (2007), texting is significantly influenced by factors such as income. 

Young people in Botswana also regard texting as a ‘simple, inexpensive and 

personalised’ way to communicate with other mobile phone users in an obtrusive 

manner. For instance, the student participants in this study acknowledged that 

exchanging text messages is an ideal option over making voice calls because most of 

them have tight budgets as a result of limited stipends from their academic sponsors 

to purchase goods such as food, toiletries and basic materials as part of their studies. 

Hence, they do not have money to frequently make calls on their mobile phones. As 

part of their prepaid contracts, young people in Botswana usually buy sufficient 

airtime, which they would normally reserve for exchanging text messages with 

friends. The participants in this study also mentioned that sometimes they benefited 

from free text messaging promotional offers from local network operators, such as 

texting during night times when it is cheaper, exchanging text messages with other 

mobile phone users who subscribed within the same network and using free text 

messaging applications such as WhatsApp and Blackberry Messenger (BBM). These 



	   163	  

features underscore Broege’s (2009) point about the effectiveness of text messaging 

as an economical means to connect with other peers. 

 Furthermore, as considered by many young people in this study, especially 

college and university students, making calls from the mobile phone is expensive by 

Botswana standards. Nonetheless, these young people mentioned that they feel 

driven to use mobile phones as a means of keeping in touch with each other. 

Consequently, the lack of income for most of them influences a localised pattern of 

mobile phone use whereby more calls are received than made, sending a call back 

message and paging from their mobile phones. Although some of these patterns may, 

as I have pointed out above, be annoying to other mobile phone users, they also 

remain significant for most young people in Botswana, their friends and parents who 

would want to connect with them from time to time. Consider the following remarks 

by young people interviewed as part of this study,  

 

It is no surprise that I send my mother a call me back message every time 

I want her to call me (Abel, 19, male, IHS-Gaborone, 21/10/2012).  

 

Whenever I need to contact my boyfriend, I will send him a call me back 

message. He knows that I do not have money to buy airtime to call him 

(Letta, 21, female, UB-Gaborone, 23/10/2012). 

 

 Undoubtedly, both the practice of receiving more calls and making a few on 

the mobile phone, and the predilection of texting which is common among young 

people in Botswana is an indication that there is a close relationship between mobile 
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phone use and the socio-economic challenges faced by the users. As I alluded to in 

Chapter 2, some of the most predominant challenges faced by youth in Botswana 

include urban rural-migration, poverty, unemployment and rural-urban migration 

(Campbell, 2010; de Haan, 1999; Stephens, 1975). Clearly then, because most young 

people in Botswana do not have a reliable source of income, they have devised 

options through which they can inexpensively utilise their mobile phones, and these 

include texting, paging, sending call-back messages and receiving calls from other 

mobile phone users. The findings also demonstrate that as young people in Botswana 

domesticate the mobile phone, they also contrive convenient ways in which they can 

utilise the device efficiently in relation to the socio-economic challenges that they 

face. Significantly, call back messages and paging affords everyone the opportunity 

to use mobile phones, including those who do not have income. Furthermore, this 

indicates that although the mobile phone is a personal device, its use can also be 

effective in nurturing some form of cooperation between users. For instance, mobile 

phone users who do not have the airtime credit to communicate through their devices 

can signal other users, through call back messages and paging, to contact them.  

 

6.3.3 A ride on the digital wave 

As I have already alluded to in Chapter 5, some of the young people in Botswana had 

the latest social networks on their smart phones, and these also included those who 

used second hand and counterfeit smart phones. As the participants explained during 

the study, their favourite applications were Facebook, 0.Facebook, Twitter, 

BlackBerry Messenger (BBM) and WhatsApp, most of which were freely 

downloadable from the Internet on their smartphones. According to the participants, 
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these applications are significant for them as they access and exchange information 

when they network with a circle of friends and relatives.  

The student participants in this study cited that they used Facebook to 

exchange information about college and university life with their friends and 

relatives in other towns. This also included exchanging photographs that they often 

took while attending social functions such as parties and bridal and baby showers. 

However, despite the high cost of accessing the Internet in their mobile phones, the 

diffusion of social networks worldwide has significantly influenced their popularity 

and use among youth in Botswana, and because of this many young people in 

Botswana continue to utilise them. Consider the following extracts from the follow-

up interviews with some of the participants in this study:  

 

Internet through the mobile phone is still expensive in Botswana. 

However, like my friends, I also want to be connected through mobile 

social networks (Thato, 19, female, GIPS-Gaborone, 14/12/2012). 

 

Everyone uses Facebook and Twitter nowadays. I also access these on 

my mobile so that I can connect with friends who are always online. I 

sometimes use Facebook to exchange pictures and confirm the products I 

buy from my suppliers (Thabo, 25, male, UB-Gaborone, 23/10/2012). 

 

As other young people have pointed out, they normally access social networks on 

their mobile phones during the night and early mornings because it is common for 

Mascom and Orange to offer Internet services at lower prices during these times 
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compared to during the day. Due to the expense of accessing the Internet on their 

mobile phone, other young people in Botswana have downloaded 0.Facebook, which 

is free. Although 0.Facebook helps them to stay connected with other people through 

online social networks, the participants in this study also decried the inadequacy of 

0.Facebook to access all the features that are possible on the full Facebook 

application, such as photographs and pictures. Nonetheless, access to mobile Internet 

and free use of online social networks is still possible on mobile phones with 

Bluetooth during the day for those who normally frequent places where WIFI 

networks are freely available, such as in college and university libraries and some 

restaurants in towns.  

 Another interesting finding of this study that relates to the pattern of mobile 

phone use by young people in Botswana when they use Facebook in their mobile 

phones is the personal satisfaction they get from the fact that other young people 

recognise that a chat message was sent from the latest smartphone handset. As the 

participants in this study hinted, they normally make sure that whenever they use 

Facebook on their smartphone handsets, they would first activate a ‘via mobile’ or 

‘via Blackberry’ feature as a signature under their chat messages. As the participants 

in the study pointed out, this signature is useful for them to reveal to other mobile 

phone users that they too use smartphones to engage in social networks. This issue 

came out strongly during follow-up interviews with student participants from the UB 

and the GIPS. Consider to the following excerpts: 

 

I use my smartphone to chat with my friends on Facebook a lot, and 

every time, I make sure that I activate a ‘sent via mobile’ signature to 
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show that I used the latest mobile (Pako, 22, male, GIPS-Francistown, 

12/01/2013).  

 

I consider that the best way to make my friends recognise that I use a 

Blackberry phone is by activating a ‘via Blackberry’ signature under 

every chat message that I send on my Facebook wall (Nay, 22, male, UB-

Gaborone, 26/11/2012).  

 

Equally important in this practice is revealing the place where the sender was 

when engaging in online social networks through the use of a mobile phone. The 

participants in this study suggested that to achieve this, whenever they upload 

photographs and engage in chat or post on their Facebook walls using their mobile 

phone, they will set their devices to reveal the name of the location on their 

Facebook wall. This suggests to other users that a user is always mobile, and that as 

part of this, he or she accesses Facebook on a mobile device. Consider below an 

extract from a follow-up interview with Feza (24) as part of this study: 

 

While I network with my friends on online social networks, we normally 

share and discuss news from around the world, share information about 

the places where we travel and the issues in our communities. This is also 

an opportunity for me to reveal to my friends that I travel places (Feza, 

24, female, BTV-Gaborone, 16/11/2012). 
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Undoubtedly, the significance of bragging about using smart phones to access 

Facebook, as well as that of revealing the different places that users travel, on social 

networks, show how young people in Botswana develop particular forms of cultural 

practices using mobile phone technology. These include using the device to amplify 

their personal identity and sense of belonging among social groups. These cultures 

will be discussed further in Chapter 7 in this thesis.  

Overall, the findings in this section indicate that mobile telephony has 

ushered in a digital wave culture among youth in Botswana. Once Botswana youth 

acquire a mobile phone, they put it to use to access the Internet and engage with 

others through online social networks. As they share information through online 

social networks on their mobile phones about the places where they travel to, and the 

media and news stories that they read online they develop strong knowledge about 

the world around them. Consequently for some of them, the mobile phone is relevant 

for use for self-gratification through online social networks. This also indicates the 

relevance of the mobile phone for use by young people in Botswana to access the 

Internet, and access and process information online as I have demonstrated in the 

above examples. Unlike their counterparts in developed countries, who have access 

to various technologies, young people in Botswana regard the mobile phone as the 

most universal ICT, which is cost-efficient, portable and dependable for use, and one 

that enables access to mobile broadband Internet and online social networks.  
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6.4 Mobile phone use by urban youth in the workplaces, colleges and 

universities 

As I have previously noted in Chapter 3, the Domestication of the mobile phone in 

workplaces has been under researched, and there is only a limited amount of research 

from Sub-Saharan Africa with regard to the use of the device in college and 

university settings. Therefore, this study also examined how young people use the 

mobile phone in colleges, universities and workplaces in Botswana. Specifically, 

three very distinct aspects of mobile phone use by Botswana youth in workplace 

settings were investigated. These include the use of mobile phones in the workplaces 

to accomplish job related tasks; the significance of mobile phones for use to facilitate 

parenting between young mothers at work and their children at home and pre-

schools; and the consumption of mobile phones among colleagues at workplaces as 

they communicate and link socially. Moreover, this study considered the relevance 

of mobile phones among college and university students to facilitate their learning. 

These issues are documented in the next sub-sections.  

 

6.4.1 Mobile phone use by youth in workplace settings 

This study revealed that the mobile phone serves as a point of contact for individual 

employees and their superiors. The non-participant observations conducted as part of 

this study revealed that all the six young people who were observed in workplaces 

utilised the mobile phone to communicate with their colleagues and customers 

through calls, emails and text messages. Significantly, most of the non-student 

participants interviewed for this study owned two mobile phone devices, one for 

personal use and the other mainly for job related matters. During follow-up 
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interviews, the participants also emphasised the general usefulness of the mobile 

phone for communication purposes, as it helped them to fulfil their job related tasks. 

Other participants in this study mentioned how mobile phone devices were useful to 

help them coordinate their time in the workplace, as they used it as a watch and to set 

reminders for meetings and schedule the various activities that they undertake as part 

of their jobs. 

 In addition, during the course of the research I also explored how the mobile 

phone is useful to connect young mothers in the workplaces with their babies at 

home and/or slightly older children in pre-school care. For example, in her diary, 

Feza, a 24-year-old news reporter at Botswana Television (BTV) recorded that every 

morning she called the pre-school from her mobile phone to check if her daughter 

was safe. This was part of an arrangement she had made with the pre-school teachers 

where she usually left her two and half year old daughter when she went to work on 

weekdays. As Feza mentioned, her mobile phone served as a link, which tied her to 

her daughter at kindergarten. By using the device, she could check on her daughter 

through the pre-school teachers at various points throughout the day. Also, during the 

instances when her daughter was not well, the teachers often contacted Feza on her 

mobile phone for her or a relative to pick her daughter up and take her home. 

 In a related example, Bobo, a 23-year-old employee at First National Bank 

Botswana, described how she often called the nanny who took care of her three-year 

old son from the mobile phone to check if everything was well with them at home. 

Both Feza and Bobo confirmed how they would always be worried when separated 

from their babies, and emphasised how the mobile phone was effective to remotely 

check whether their babies were being safely taken care of at pre-school and home, 
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while they themselves were busy at work. Consider also, the following extracts from 

the follow-up interviews with Feza and Bobo:  

 

My daughter means a lot to me. I love her so much that just a few hours 

after leaving her at pre-school every weekday I call her teachers on the 

mobile to confirm if she is safe. Sometimes I would even request them to 

give her an opportunity to talk to me on the mobile. Just hearing her 

voice uplifts me (Feza, 24, female, BTV-Gaborone, 16/11/2012).  

 

Every time I am here at work, I always get worried about my son at 

home. Not that he is unsafe. I have made it a habit to call his nanny on 

the mobile phone three times a day between the time I get to work in the 

mornings until when I knock off in the afternoon (Bobo, 23, female, 

FNB-Gaborone, 15/11/2012).  

 

Undoubtedly, the above two examples emphasise the effectiveness of the mobile 

phone for remote parenting, as it connects mothers and their babies. Through the use 

of the mobile phone, young mothers express their love for their children, while 

simultaneously undertaking their duties at their workplaces. 

 It also became apparent during this study that many young people in 

Botswana had made friends with colleagues at their workplaces, as they 

communicate with them, share workspaces and invite each other to attend or 

participate in other’s family events. During these times, they build strong 

relationships that need to be nurtured from time to time. As some of the young 
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people in the study mentioned, they use mobile phones to strengthen the social and 

relational bonds between them and their colleagues in workplaces. Specifically for 

these young people, the use of the devices include calling and texting each other, as 

well as networking on Facebook. 

 

6.4.2 Mobile phone use by college and university students 

There was a shared notion amongst the student participants in the study that mobile 

phones were useful during learning at Botswana colleges and university. Some of the 

student participants pointed out that during lessons, they use their mobile phone 

handsets to take notes and record the lessons. Although the student participants in 

this study revealed that the use of mobile phones in class, for things such as text 

messaging, making voice calls or recording lessons is generally prohibited in 

classroom situations in Botswana, this study has found that some students still 

managed to use the devices in class. Consider the following extracts that came out 

during the follow-up interviews for this study: 

 

Because there are many classes that I attend during some days, I 

sometimes use my mobile to record the last lessons on that day when I 

know that I will be tired and my concentration has been exhausted. In 

such instances, typing notes on the mobile during class keeps me awake 

(Pako, 22, male, GIPS-Francistown, 12/01/2013).  

 

Since many lecturers disallow the recording of their lessons, I often press 

record on my mobile and covertly hide it under the books. Doing so, I 
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will be certain that the whole lesson is recorded without the lecturer 

noticing (Letta, 21, female, UB-Gaborone, 23/10/2012). 

 

Coinciding with the point raised by Kasesniemi and Rautiainen (2002) about 

conspicuous use of mobile phones by young people in Finland, students in Botswana 

also stated that the small size of the mobile phone made it easy to use it secretly 

during large classes.   

 

Some lecturers prohibit the use of mobile phones in class. So, in 

situations when I expect to receive communication on my mobile phone 

from my girlfriend or relatives, I will just put it on silent and vibrate 

mode and them hide it in my pocket. Once the call comes in, I rush out to 

answer (Moabi, 22, male, GIPS-Gaborone, 14/12/2012). 

 

As mentioned by Letta and Moabi (both student participants), the point of hiding the 

mobile phone and switching it to convenient modes, which includes silent and 

vibrate, suggests that the use of the mobile phone can be re-configured to suit the 

context of use, especially in situations when it is considered inappropriate to use the 

device, such as during class sessions when they could disturb others. One other 

benefit of the mobile phone raised by the student participants in this study was its use 

to access the Internet. For instance, although the Internet is freely provided at the 

three colleges where a large part of this study took place, the Internet capacity is not 

enough for the number of students, including other people in the school. While this 

remains a burden to the many students attending the colleges and universities in 
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Botswana, some have taken advantage of the mobile broadband Internet provided by 

local mobile networks through their mobile phones. For instance, some students from 

GIPS mentioned that in situations when the computers in their school laboratories are 

all occupied, as well as during the times when the Internet is down in their college 

(as is often the case), their smartphones are significantly useful to access the mobile 

Internet. The student participants also mentioned that their mobile phones are useful 

for exchanging ideas and organising study group meetings via text messages and 

voice calls. These various uses of the mobile phone are illustrated by the following 

extract from a focus group interview with participants in Francistown, one of several 

conducted as part of this study: 

 

Wil:  Apart from recording lessons, what are the other uses of the 

mobile phone as part of your studies? 

Ona: Sometimes I use my mobile to send sms to my friends to 

discuss and set the times for which we would want to go to the 

school library for group studies. 

Adam: My classmates would often contribute a little amount of 

money to use my mobile to search for information online, 

especially when we work in groups to complete assignments. 

Wil: So Adam, you rent your phone for money?  

Adam: Not really, I ask them to help by sharing the costs for the 

Internet use on my mobile, since I use a smartphone and many 

of the students here use basic phones that cannot access the 

Internet.  



	   175	  

Maatla: My mobile connects me to my classmates. We usually 

exchange ideas with each other through text messages. 

 

As indicated from the situation between Adam and his friends, the notion of sharing 

a smart phone device suggests a localised significance of mobile telephony in 

Botswana where users share the functionality of the devices as they cooperate to 

undertake various activities. As I noted in Chapter 5, since not every young person in 

Botswana can afford a smartphone because they are expensive, some young people 

who have the devices consider sharing them with those who do not. Clearly, this 

indicates the relevance of mobile phones to re-establish the traditional principle of 

Ubuntu among youth in Botswana, where they are encouraged to support and be 

humane to each other. 

 

6.5 Mobile phone use by urban youth to access services 

As previous researchers have pointed out, in addition to having access to technology 

in order to obtain information, the efficient use of technology to engage effectively 

with that information has also proven vital (Gandy, 2002; Kuttan & Peters, 2003). 

For example, today, mobile phones are used to access information and also offer 

opportunities to engage with information at a societal and an individual level. This 

study has investigated how in the context of Botswana, where young people face a 

serious challenge of poverty and digital divide, the mobile phone is extremely useful 

to access mobile, public and civic services and for economic purposes. Young 

people’s use of the mobile phone in this regard is illustrated in the following sections 

of the chapt 
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6.5.1 Mobile phone use by youth to access mobile services  

Many young people who participated in this study confirmed that they had registered 

for mobile banking with the local commercial banks. As these participants 

mentioned, since they carry their mobile phones with them all the time, they can 

easily track their transactions without having to contact the bank. Mobile banking 

also offers the opportunity to transfer money from one of their bank accounts to 

another account at anytime of the day and from any location. Consequently, mobile 

banking saves young people much time, especially considering that many local banks 

are only located in urban places. Therefore, whenever young people in Botswana 

travel to the countryside or their villages where there are no banks, such as during 

weekends and school vacations, they can use their mobile phones to pay for their 

rental accommodation in the towns or transfer money to their friends’ accounts for 

social events that they commonly hold, such as birthday parties. Advantageously for 

youth, mobile banking does not require the use of the Internet, suggesting that 

everyone in Botswana who has all of the following can register for and use such a 

service: a bank account at any of the local commercial banks, a basic mobile phone 

handset and a subscription to any of the local networks.  

In addition to mobile banking, mobile money transfer services offered to 

subscribers by local networks are useful to young people when they want to remotely 

buy airtime, pay bills and transfer or receive money from their parents or other 

members of their families. Thus, some of the participants in this study revealed: 

 

Every month when my stipend is credited in my account, I will send part 

of the money to my mother in Maun using Smega for her to buy basic 
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needs for my daughter (Refilwe, 22, female, GIPS-Gaborone, 

14/12/2012). 

 

I have little stipend since I stay in school hostels. So, sometimes my 

parents send me money for toiletries using MyZaka (Kefilwe, 21, female, 

IHS-Francistown, 04/12/2012). 

 

For young people in Botswana who are soccer fanatics, and follow the local and 

English premier league, mobile phones serve as news platforms where they access 

and discuss online sports news. Also, as Joel (25) pointed out, he has subscribed to 

Mascom MyNews23 to receive news headlines and blurbs on his mobile phone on a 

weekly basis. Moreover, young people who use FM ready mobile phone handsets are 

able to access radio broadcasts from local radio stations while in transit. Young 

people in Botswana normally listen to the radio on their mobile phones, especially 

during the night and at times when they are bored (Lesitaokana, 2013). In addition, 

they also access MP3 music and play it while on the go on their handsets. As a result, 

they do not have to buy a radio set or an MP3 player and can thus save on these 

costs.  

 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
23. MyNews is a mobile enabled service that allows complete access to the following local 

online newspapers in Botswana: the Botswana Gazette, the Botswana Guardian, Mmegi, 

Sunday Standard and The Voice. Mascom prepaid customers should first register and 

pay for this service for them to access these newspapers.  	  
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6.5.2 Mobile phone use by youth to access public and social services 

Since the advent of mobile telephony in Botswana, many local government 

departments and private institutions have recently undertaken to roll-out e-

governance and e-commerce to deliver public and social services. A number of 

participants in this study cited how they have benefited significantly from this 

development because it has improved their lives. For example, during the focus 

group interviews, some young people mentioned how they frequently receive official 

communication through text messages on their mobile phones. This communication 

is usually information about new products and services from network operators, 

promotions from commercial businesses, and mobile and online services from the 

government and private institutions. In a related example, Tau, a twenty-five year old 

who lives in Mochudi, a large village located about forty kilometres from Gaborone, 

revealed:  

 

Last year after I applied for a new passport I received a text message 

from the Department of Immigration and Citizenship in Gaborone that it 

was ready for collection. Since I do not have a fixed telephone line, they 

had promised to contact me on my mobile, and so they did (Tau, 25, 

male, Gaborone, 26/11/2012). 

 

For Tau, the mobile phone provided an assuring link between him and the 

Department of Immigration and Citizenship. This was helpful for him since he did 

not have to be under any pressure to frequently travel to Gaborone to find out if his 

passport application had been processed.  
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In another example, the Department of Transport and Road Safety (DTRS) in 

MTC is one of the few government institutions in Botswana that has efficiently 

served their customers through mobile telephony. As I have illustrated in Chapter 5, 

DTRS has also made it the norm to send text messages to local drivers, including 

youth, whose driver licenses are nearing expiration to remind them to renew their 

licenses. Once every year, citizens of Botswana (including young adults) who own 

cars, are often sent text messages by DTRS reminding them to renew their car 

registration. 

Many other participants in this study also expressed how they usually 

connected with their medical doctors using their mobile phones. Clearly, through 

mobile phone calls and text message notifications, they are reminded to go for 

routine check-ups and seek medical help from doctors on a regular basis. A related 

example is Tapela (23), who had been receiving treatment on a monthly basis at 

Lemned Bokamoso hospital since being diagnosed with a skin disease. Tapela often 

received calls and sometimes text-messages on her mobile phone from the hospital 

staff who sent her reminders about the next appointments with the doctors. 

According to her, since this was done routinely, she did not have to worry about 

missing those appointments.  

As for college and university students, they indicated as to how the mobile 

phone became significantly relevant during times when they sought college and 

university sponsorships with MOESD. At that time, once they submitted their 

applications for sponsorships, including their mobile contact details, the mobile 

phone served as a convenient link between them and the ministry officials. 

According to many of these young people, before they started attending colleges and 
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the university in Gaborone, they used to live in their home villages far away from the 

places where they could access national services such as information for college and 

university scholarships. After travelling to the towns where they were able to access 

these services, and initiating contact with the ministry officials, it was often costly 

for some of them to frequently travel long distances from their home villages to go 

and enquire about the outcomes of their applications. Therefore, communication on 

the mobile phone, which often included text messages and calls about the decisions 

taken by the MOESD regarding sponsorship offers, was considerably convenient. 

The college and university students who participated in this study also expressed 

how grateful they were about mobile banking services from First National Bank 

Botswana (FNBB), which always sent them text message notifications whenever 

MOESD credited their bank accounts with their monthly stipends. They cited that 

this was convenient for them as it meant that they did not have to physically go to 

their bank but could, instead use online and mobile banking services. 

 The findings in this section show that in the economically developing 

countries such as Botswana, where there has been little access to ICT, the mobile 

phone is extremely useful for young people to access public and civic services. This 

is because as Manohar (2005) has suggested, access to information at community 

and national levels has been regarded as one important factor that can help improve 

the socio-economic lives of citizens. In general, receiving information, especially 

through the media, is essential since it fosters extensive knowledge and civic 

participation, which is needed for the well-being of citizens. Expectedly, much of the 

information that is given to citizens by various government and private institutions in 
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many societies constitutes solutions and opportunities they need to improve their 

socio-economic standing.  

 

6.5.3 Youth use of mobile telephony for economic purposes 

In addition to the importance of mobile phone devices, the advent of mobile 

telephony as a whole has to some extent also benefited young people in Botswana 

economically. For instance, unemployed youth have found a market to open tuck-

shops in some parts of their communities where they sell airtime, establish mobile 

calling stations and re-charge mobile phone batteries for a fee. Interestingly, these 

businesses are common throughout Botswana, especially at market places, bus 

stations, some bus and train stops, shopping malls, and in front of the high schools, 

hospitals, colleges and university premises. 

 Also, during one of the non-participant observation sessions in which I 

visited Maggie, one of the young people who runs a tuck-shop at the Gaborone main 

mall as part of this study, I observed how her business flourished, as many other 

young people would come one after the other to buy airtime to recharge their mobile 

numbers. The follow-up interview with Maggie revealed that despite making little 

profit from her business because of the competition she faces from many other young 

people, her micro business is her dedicated job. Furthermore, the local mobile 

operators have fully supported young people like Maggie and their entrepreneurship 

initiatives by offering them branded materials such as sunshades and posters that not 

only advertise the products they sell, but also advertise the places where they operate 

their micro businesses to potential customers. Other young people in Botswana have 

been employed as engineers, sales assistants, technicians and customer service 
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officers in businesses that have been opened by BTC beMobile, Mascom and Orange 

in many towns and large villages in Botswana. Considering that the majority of 

youth in Botswana have been unemployed, and that there are limited opportunities 

for employment countrywide, the prospects for jobs and businesses that are offered 

in the mobile telephony sector are a welcome development for them.  

 

6.6 Conclusion 

In this chapter, I have offered a nuanced demonstration of the consumption of mobile 

phones among urban youth in Botswana. The findings of this study have revealed 

that urban youth have put their mobile phones to use in specifically local ways. Due 

to the challenges of rural to urban migration, young people are able to use the mobile 

phone to connect with family, relatives, friends and colleagues through text 

messages, emails, online chats and voice calls. In doing so, they strengthen family 

and friendship ties and nurture the social bonds between them, thus, re-ensconcing 

the traditional values and principles of taking care of their relatives and supporting 

each other as prescribed in their Setswana way of life. In addition, the mobile phone 

is significantly relevant for use among young people to coordinate various local 

aspects of their contemporary lifestyles. These include using the devices to organise 

and exchange information about social events. Moreover, some young mothers 

whose lifestyles are stretched to simultaneously accommodate parenting and jobs use 

the mobile phone to remotely monitor their babies at home or pre-schools. The 

college and university students also use mobile phones to facilitate some aspects of 

their learning. These include using the device to take notes, record lessons, conduct 

online searches on mobile Internet, and connect with other students on social 
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networks. In view of these findings, this chapter indicates that to a large extent, 

mobile phone consumption among urban youth in Botswana is inextricably 

associated with the traditional and socio-economic circumstances around their 

lifestyles. Moreover, this study offers insights regarding the patterns of mobile phone 

consumption that are common and specific to young people in Botswana, such as 

their normative practice of texting, their practice of making less voice calls than the 

voice calls they actually receive, and the rise in the use of online social networks 

accessible in mobile phones. Significantly then, the socio-economic challenges that 

young people in Botswana face, such as poverty, unemployment and rural-urban 

migration, continue to shape the ways that they use mobile phones. 

 This study has also revealed that in the context of Botswana youth, who are 

known to face challenges of the digital divide, the mobile phone is significantly 

useful to bridge this gap. In this regard, the device is convenient for use to access 

information, online news, online social and public services, and online social 

networks; and as a tool that helps to enhance students’ opportunities for learning, and 

processing information services, such as mobile and online banking, and digital 

photography. Using the example of Botswana, this study indicates that mobile 

telephony has the potential to economically transform the youth in the developing 

countries by providing them with opportunities for employment and self-

entrepreneurship. Moreover, because the mobile phone is a low-cost device that is 

widely accessible, portable and comes with multimedia features, it has a role to play 

in helping to bridge the digital divide in the global South. In the next chapter I 

document the findings of this study relating to the cultural lifestyles and behavioural 

practices of youth during mobile phone consumption. 
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Chapter 7 Cultural lifestyles and behavioural practices of mobile phone 

use among urban youth in Botswana 

	  
7.1 Introduction 

In the previous chapter I explored two key ways in which young people in Botswana 

use mobile phones: to coordinate aspects of their daily routines as part of their 

contemporary lifestyles, and to reconstitute their social interactions with family, 

relatives and associates as part of the Setswana tradition that they have been raised 

in. However, the implied notion in the works of various scholars is that the mobile 

phone can both reflect and affect the social and cultural lifestyles of young people 

living in different parts of the world (Duncan, 2013; Humphreys, 2005; Kato, 2006). 

In this chapter I consider the specific ways in which this occurs among youth in 

Botswana, as the advent of mobile telephony did not only help to improve their lives 

but also had significant implications for their social, cultural and economic lifestyles. 

In doing so, I will focus on the following three specific impacts of mobile telephony 

that were revealed during this study: that serious economic problems such as theft of 

mobile phone devices and associated criminal attacks have escalated among youth in 

Botswana; that new mobile phone behaviours including inappropriate uses and 

obtrusive texting which defy youth traditional upbringing have emerged in 

Botswana; and that there are dimensions of mobile phone culture among youth in 

Botswana which bring local youth into contact with some global youth practices.  
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7.2 The socio-economic impacts of mobile phones on youth 

In addition to its abundant relevance, the ever-evolving mobile telephony landscape 

has significant impacts on the lives of many young people globally. For instance, 

Lim (2013, p. 99) suggests that mobile telephony has engendered a ‘moral panic’ in 

relation to youth among the parent culture. Addiction to mobile phones among youth 

also remains a salient issue despite the socio-economic problems that the device 

imposes on users, such as the cost of the device and the cost of its service during 

consumption (Park, 2005). Although young people in Botswana have benefited 

significantly from using the mobile phone for connectivity, as a source of income, a 

platform for mobile banking, a cherished gift in intimate relationships, and an 

information sharing and communication device (as documented in Chapter 6), this 

study has identified that youth also face serious socio-economic issues as a result of 

the rapid development of mobile telephony in the country. For instance, because the 

mobile phone is one of the most sought after digital technologies among young 

people in Botswana, the adoption of the device has brought with it a series of 

associated criminal activities. In addition, many young people use mobile telephone 

services impulsively to undertake what some people interviewed in this study 

consider unnecessary activities and consequently bear excessive costs. These issues 

are discussed further in the next two subsections. 

 

7.2.1 Mobile phone associated crimes among youth 

The high rate of adoption and use of mobile phones in Botswana, as demonstrated in 

the two preceding chapters, indicate that the mobile phone device is a ‘must have’ 

digital communication technology among youth. The general consensus among the 
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young people who were interviewed as part of this study revealed that the mobile 

phone is the “best companion, which they find it difficult to leave home without”, 

and a “must have cultural icon that connects them to the world.” However, although 

the spread of the mobile phone in Botswana means that the device is broadly 

accessible to many young people countrywide, not all young people have the means 

to acquire a mobile phone for themselves. Consequently, there are prevalent 

incidents of criminal attack in which perpetrators target mobile phone users in urban 

communities in Botswana and forcefully seize their mobile phone handsets from 

them. Most of the young people who participated in this study mentioned that at 

some point in time they had lost their mobile phone handsets in this manner. For 

instance, in one related incident Kefilwe (21, IHS Francistown) explained how 

robbers (four men) broke into her house at night while members of her family were 

sleeping. The robbers threatened them with knives and demanded that they hand 

them their money, credit cards and mobile phone handsets. During that incident, the 

robbers took four mobile phones from them including her father’s iPhone and her 

mother’s Blackberry.  

In another incident, Kaelo (21, UB) was waiting for public transport at the 

bus stop near Old Naledi, a low-income neighbourhood, when a young adult male 

approached her and inquired about the directions to Game City Mall in Gaborone. 

According to Kaelo, she considered it strange that there was a young Motswana24 

adult in Gaborone who did not know where Game City mall was located. 

Surprisingly, before she could respond, the young man grabbed her from behind and 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
24. A local person in Botswana. 
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put a knife at her neck, threatening her and saying that she should not attempt to 

scream. The perpetrator then grabbed her bag and took out some money and a mobile 

phone handset before leaving her and running away into the Old Naledi 

neighbourhood. In yet another incident, Dan (25) pointed out that since beginning to 

use a mobile phone in 2008, he had owned five mobile phone handsets, two of those 

were stolen and he lost the other two, all in the space of three years.  

As indicated in many of the follow-up interviews I conducted with the 

participants in this study, most of the accusations associated with mobile phone 

crimes pointed to young adult males as the perpetrators. Nonetheless, Feza (24), an 

employee at Botswana Television (BTV) asserted that even young adult females 

have contrived ways in which they can steal mobile phones from their owners. Thus, 

Feza narrated:  

 

One late Saturday afternoon as we arrived in Selibe Phikwe [a mining 

town located about 150 kilometres from Francistown] from Francistown 

I realized that my mobile was missing. As I called it to try and trace its 

whereabouts, a female voice answered. Upon hearing her voice, I 

suspected that I could have lost the device on our journey to Selibe 

Phikwe and in that case she would agree to mail it to me. To my surprise, 

the lady informed me that my three-year-old daughter had presented her 

with a phone when in a Kentucky Fried Chicken (KFC) restaurant in 

Francistown, and that it was now hers. It was disheartening to hear her 

insolently telling me that I should learn to take good care of my 

properties including my daughter. It was then that I recalled how about 
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thirty minutes before we boarded the bus that afternoon, as we were 

having an early lunch at KFC Francistown, I spotted a young adult 

female speaking to my daughter. Unsuspectingly, I ignored her, as I 

never imagined her to be a criminal (Feza, 24, female, BTV-Gaborone, 

16/11/2012).  

 

Nowadays it is considered unsafe to walk the streets of urban Botswana alone, 

especially at night as many people fear for their lives because of the crimes 

associated mainly with cash money and mobile phones. With regard to mobile 

phones, although users who own the coveted smart phones used to be the ones most 

targeted by thieves, nowadays even those who own simple and cheaper phones are 

attacked and beaten for not carrying expensive devices. The participants in this study 

alleged that mistreatment of this kind typically occurs where criminals position the 

victim as wasting their efforts with valueless mobile phone devices. It also became 

evident during the focus group interviews with the participants in this study that 

many of the most recent crimes took place in isolated streets and in situations where 

victims were defenceless, or at night when they were sleeping and unsuspecting of an 

attack. This is why most female participants in the study confirmed they usually 

concealed their mobile phones in handbags whenever they were in isolated places 

where they anticipated being attacked.  

The police officers interviewed as part of this study pointed out that crimes 

involving mobile phones are escalating in Botswana. As well as the attacks, there are 

also reports of young people in Botswana covertly stealing mobile phones from other 

users and reselling them later. These crimes are a result of the socio-economic 
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challenges that young people in Botswana face, such as poverty and unemployment. 

This is because as one of the most coveted digital technologies, the mobile phone 

handset offers criminals an opportunity to make quick cash when they resell the 

devices later. As the police officers pointed out, this is also compounded by the fact 

that these crimes are highly common, and as a result it is rare for the perpetrators to 

be apprehended.  

Obviously, the most common effect of these crimes is that once a young 

person in Botswana loses a mobile phone, that is, it is either stolen or damaged, he or 

she will quickly borrow or buy a new one to replace it. Other young people also 

pointed out that they often replaced their old mobile phones with the newest and 

latest brand once or twice each year. Clearly, the routine of acquiring a replacement 

mobile phone is often costly. Nonetheless, the contemplation of remaining without a 

mobile phone, even for a short period of time, forces some young people to shift 

priorities and commit themselves to borrowing money, or adjusting their already 

committed budgets so that they are able to buy a mobile phone handset. According to 

many young people in the study who mentioned that their mobile phones were either 

stolen or lost, the purchase of a replacement mobile phone is often given first priority 

over other pressing needs, which include buying groceries and supporting other 

members of their families. In addition to replacing stolen, damaged and lost mobile 

phones, young people in Botswana also bore high costs for changing from older, and 

simpler mobile phone handsets to newer devices. This is heightened by the fact that 

smartphone devices are ever evolving and that, despite the challenges of poverty that 

many young people in Botswana face, most of them still want to adopt and use 

expensive mobile phone handsets that are current in the market.   
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As in many other societies both the criminal attacks and the stealing of other 

people’s property, including the mobile phone, are intolerable behaviours in the 

Setswana lifestyle. However, specific to the Setswana context, the young people who 

practice these felonious activities are framed as misrepresenting and falsifying the 

dignity of their families, and to some extent that of the society in which they have 

been raised. For instance, once a young person loses a mobile phone through 

criminal activities they would express the following expletives to perpetrators: ‘lo 

gotsitse batsadi ba lona dilo ke lona’ (you take after your parents you poor 

creatures); ‘ya abe e le magotswana a kae one a’ (which tribe do these petty thieves 

belong to) and ‘magotswana a go swa’ (you will die you thieves). In fact, at a local 

level, these cuss words are regarded very seriously. This is because as their 

translations illustrate, in many instances they are intended to blaspheme the 

perpetrators, their parents and the tribe from which they come. 

 

7.2.2 Acquisition of expensive handsets and the common use of mobile 

telephony by youth 

Due to the innovative development of information and communication technologies 

(ICT), including mobile phones, potential consumers, especially youth, face 

challenges when selecting which device to purchase from the abundant range of 

products available (Lim, 2013; Miles, 2000). Inevitably, mobile phone products and 

services are costly, depending on the type of mobile phone handset, its level of 

functionality and the cost of the service that a user subscribes to. While the mobile 

phone is considered relevant in regard to enriching the economic livelihoods of 

people in many societies, such as in Jamaica (Horst & Miller, 2006), Rwanda 
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(Donner, 2005) and Tanzania (Sife et al., 2010), there are also cases of over-use and 

high levels of expenditure on mobile telephony among young people in various 

countries (Ahmed & Qazi, 2011; Takao et al., 2009; Walsh & White, 2006). Specific 

to Botswana, this study has found that generally, young people overspend on mobile 

telephony. This manifested itself in two ways: first through the acquisition of 

expensive devices, and, second, due to the regular use of excessive and costly mobile 

telephone services. These issues are discussed in the following subsections. 

 

7.2.2.1  Youth attitudes towards expensive mobile phone handsets 

Many young people in Botswana spend significant amounts of money on buying 

expensive mobile phone devices and airtime. For instance, in her diary, Mpho (20) 

stated that her Blackberry 8520 cost her P2700 (about $300), and the total costs of 

airtime that she bought during the month of December 2012 was about P540. 

Considering that Mpho was a student at UB, and also taking into account the 

standard of living in Botswana at that time, this airtime cost was expensive as it 

averaged out to about forty per cent of the P1400 monthly stipend that she received 

from her academic sponsor. Mpho pointed out that she sometimes received 

assistance for airtime from her mother and boyfriend.  

In another diary, Thabo (25) also a student at UB recorded that he bought his 

Blackberry handset for about P2700, and spent $140 on airtime during the month of 

December 2012. This is about seventy per cent of his monthly stipend. Thabo’s high 

expenses for mobile telephony are a result of many calls and text messages that he 

usually made to his friends and customers as part of his micro business of selling 

imported products. As for Dineo (25), who had two mobile phone handsets, one from 
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her workplace and the other a personal device that she acquired for herself, she spent 

a total of about P1620 on airtime average monthly. A record in Dineo’s diary also 

showed that seventy-five per cent of all her airtime costs (approximately P1200) 

during December 2012 were prepaid expenses for making calls and accessing the 

Internet on her personal mobile phone. According to Dineo, she paid for those costs 

personally. The rest was post-paid contract charges, all of which were covered by her 

workplace.  

During follow-up interviews with Mpho, Thabo and Dineo they agreed that it 

was costly for them to acquire the smartphones that they owned. Moreover, after 

acquiring a handset and sim card, and registering with a local network operator, with 

the choice being between BTC Be Mobile, Mascom and Orange, they also had to 

face the challenge of spending money on airtime in order to maintain their prepaid 

accounts. For Mpho, Thabo, Dineo and the other participants in this study, this 

involved having to incessantly buy airtime to avoid the expiry of their mobile 

telephone numbers. They also had to keep buying more airtime to make calls, send 

text messages, and access the Internet and social networks. Below are extracts from 

follow-up interviews with other young people in Botswana who were also asked to 

describe their monthly mobile phone expenses: 

 

I have to keep buying airtime to avoid having my number suspended. But 

I also buy more to call and send text messages (Nay, 22, male, UB-

Gaborone, 26/11/2012). 
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The cost of buying airtime continuously to keep my phone working is 

unbearable, yet I have to keep buying it, else my mobile phone number 

will expire and I may lose it (Kefilwe, 21, female, IHS-Francistown, 

04/12/2012). 

 

I use my two phones a lot. I use the one from work to call customers 

during the day. At home I use my personal phone for making calls to 

check on my parents who live in the farms near Kanye. I also use my 

personal phone to access the Internet every evening and during weekends 

while off work. All these activities are costly for me (Neo, 24, female, 

Cresta Lodge-Gaborone, 28/11/2012).  

 

As a consequence of their preferences towards smartphones, and the extensive use of 

their mobile phones, young people in Botswana incur high costs, as highlighted in 

the examples above. The consideration by many of these young people in the study 

was that “a mobile phone handset that is not functional is useless”, hence they have 

to keep their mobile telephone numbers active by buying prepaid airtime from time 

to time. In doing so, they sometimes become strongly committed to buying more 

airtime and using their mobile telephones, such that it becomes difficult for them to 

make effective budgets. However, as illustrated in the examples cited above, this is 

problematic for those who do not have secure employment, such as college and 

university students who receive only small stipends from their academic sponsors.  
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7.2.2.2 Young people and the practice of mobile phone gambling 

Another serious implication of mobile telephony for Botswana youth is seen in 

instances of inappropriate use. A common example of this relates to young people 

and their participation in mobile telephone gambling competitions that are usually 

facilitated by local network operators. As it is, these competitions are legal in 

Botswana, as mobile phone operators are allowed through their licensing to offer 

them to subscribers countrywide. In these competitions, users are enticed to send 

winning numbers via text messages to network operators in return for the chance of 

winning large sums of money and airtime, new cars, mobile phone handsets and new 

houses. A pertinent example is Mascom’s annual Wheel and Cash competition in 

which Mascom subscribers are encouraged to enter the competition by sending a 

winning number via text message to Mascom for the chance of winning a brand new 

BMW car, large sums of cash and mobile phone products (handsets and airtime 

vouchers). The competition runs for a few months at a time and during that period 

Mascom keeps sending its subscribers text messages and broadcasts the competition 

on Botswana Television (BTV) weekly to persuade subscribers to repeatedly send as 

many text messages as possible in order to stand a greater chance of winning. The 

other two common mobile telephony competitions in Botswana include E-recharge 

and Win by Orange Botswana and Ama Thousand by BTC Be Mobile. Consider the 

following accounts from young people when asked if they ever took part in any of 

these competitions:  

 

I always participate in Mascom Wheel and Cash. I usually became 

encouraged to send many text messages as I watched the competition on 
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BTV and saw past winners mentioning how they sent many text 

messages and won BMW’s and thousands of cash. Perhaps one day I will 

win (Moabi, 22, male, GIPS-Gaborone, 14/12/2012). 

 

I participated in Ama Thousand. Since I always want to win, I will send 

many text messages because I also want to win the P15 000 weekly price 

(Kaelo, 21, female, UB-Gaborone, 22/10/2012). 

 

I tried Mascom Wheel and Cash last year. I never really bothered 

tracking how many text messages I sent. I guess I sent many, as I was 

only interested in winning a brand new BMW (Poloko, 24, male, GIPS-

Gaborone, 14/12/2012). 

 

Problematically, these competitions take place within a context of severe socio-

economic challenges of unemployment and poverty that youth in Botswana face. In 

fact, these challenges are the reason many young people in Botswana undertake 

mobile phone gambling despite their serious financial constraints as their aim is to 

win some of the products that these competitions promise, such as large sums of 

cash, new cars, houses and smartphones. However, many young people who 

participated in the study also felt that the competitions impacted negatively on their 

lives in a way. For instance, sending text messages to win these competitions is 

expensive, as a single text message would cost around P2.50. As many young people 

want to increase their chances of winning, they often send as many text messages as 

possible, in spite of the accumulative costs. Although many subscribers usually take 



	   196	  

part in these competitions, only a few subscribers, usually around three per week, 

win prizes while the rest have to keep renewing their chances to win by relentlessly 

sending more text messages until the competition comes to an end. Unfortunately, 

none of the people who participated in this study had ever won in one of these 

competitions.  

	  
	  
7.3 Behavioural practices of mobile phone use among youth 

This study explored three distinct behaviours evident among youth in Botswana that 

are linked to their adoption and use of the mobile phone. First, young people are 

strongly committed to texting, and as part of this they text even when in close 

proximity to those they are communicating with, especially while in their household 

or college settings. Indications are that the trend to texting among urban youth in 

Botswana is consistent with the culture of youth interactions with mobile phones also 

observed in other research studies in other countries, including Malaysia (Karim et 

al., 2009), New Zealand (Broege, 2009) and Pakistan (Kamran, 2010). In addition to 

obtrusive texting, young people in Botswana also have a tendency to receive 

incoming calls and use their mobile phones while involved in social gatherings, such 

as funerals. Third, there are inappropriate uses of mobile phones in intimate 

relationships among youth in Botswana. These behaviours, and their repercussions, 

are discussed further in the next three sub-sections of this chapter. 

 

7.3.1 Habit of texting on mobile phones 

Recent studies indicate that the mobile phone has afforded young people in various 

countries the freedom to communicate with their peers through texting (Kamran, 
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2010; Karim et al., 2009; Lin & Tong, 2008; Skog, 2001). As Broege (2009) notes, 

this is because compared to other mobile telephony services, it costs less to exchange 

text messages. As indicated in Chapter 6, texting and social networking activities 

constitute the most common uses of the mobile phone among young people in 

Botswana. However, this study revealed that texting is also an intrusive activity 

among young people in Botswana. When asked to discuss what they considered to be 

inappropriate uses of the mobile phone, the participants in this study expressed how 

the use of mobile phones to text and engage in social networks when other people 

were with them was, in their view, undoubtedly an inappropriate activity. Consider 

the following remarks that arose during the follow-up interviews with some 

participants in response to the issue of obtrusive texting: 

  

One day my ex took me out on a date to Nandos restaurant in Riverwalk 

mall. We were busy eating and chatting, when all of a sudden his phone 

chimed to signal the arrival of a text message. Starting from that moment 

up until the end of the date that day, all his attention was caught up on 

the phone. He sent and received countless text messages, until I felt out 

of place and requested him to take me home (Rati, 23, female, UB-

Gaborone, 25/01/2013). 

 

My girlfriend likes to text message on her phone a lot, and she even used 

to do it while I was with her until the time I out-rightly expressed to her 

that I disliked it, and that I felt she was discourteous to do so while I was 

with her (Dan, 24, male, intern at MTC-Gaborone, 10/01/2013). 
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I hate it when I assist a customer and he or she is busy on the phone but I 

see this happening a lot at my workplace. Many young people would 

come to the bank and keep texting on the phone, ignoring the ‘no mobile 

phone use sign’ that is always there for all to see. I think for many young 

people nowadays a conversation on their mobiles takes precedence over 

communication outside the phone (Lebo, 24, female, Barclays Bank-

Gaborone, 16/11/2012). 

 

According to the participants, the young people in Botswana who like to exchange 

texts and chat on their phones have a tendency to disregard other people who are 

with them, especially when they are in public settings. As pointed out by most of the 

participants in the study, although there are many public offices in Botswana which 

have signs that prohibit the use of mobile phones, many young people habitually fail 

to pay serious attention to these signs.  

For other young people who run micro businesses and are compelled to 

normally send quick text message replies to their customers, it all depends on how 

necessary and urgent it is that the communication be sent through texting, even when 

other people are around. Consider the following remarks:  

 

It depends on the mood of the setting. I don’t see any problem with 

secretly sending a text message when other people are around. People 

who are around should acknowledge the fact that you do it secretly, as 
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you try by all means not to disturb them (Naledi, 19, female, IHS-

Francistown, 04/12/2012). 

 

My friends know that I am a businessman. I sell imported caps, T-shirts 

and sneakers. So [they] seem to never mind when I sometimes exchange 

quick text messages when they are around. It is common practice that if 

they want my attention, they would notify me. I cannot, for the sake of 

other people who dislike texting on mobiles, just make my business 

suffer by not urgently responding to my customers (Thabo, 25, male, 

UB-Gaborone, 23/10/2012). 

 

Nonetheless, the participants in the study also argued that despite the urgency to send 

a text message, or even read and respond to the one delivered in an individual’s 

mobile phone, it is always courteous to see to it that one does not disturb others 

around them. As the participants in the study pointed out, obtrusive texting on the 

mobile phone disrupts the propriety of established settings, such as a household or 

class, when other people are around. This suggests that not all young people in 

Botswana are strongly commited to mobile phone texting to the same level. 

 

7.3.1.1 Young people and the practice of texting in household settings 

Some of the parents of the youth participants in this study revealed that they have 

observed high incidences of texting on the mobile phone among their children. 

Observations are that while the children were engaged in texting and social 

networking at home, they also became, in the view of their parents, quite antisocial. 
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Below are extracts from interviews conducted with some of the parents in which they 

comment on the habit of texting among their children. 

 

My daughter is always on the phone, and much of the time she is texting. 

She is strongly committed to texting on her phone so much that even 

when I sometimes try to talk to her she would still respond while also 

texting. Maybe this is because it is cheaper and she also thinks she has all 

the independence since that is her phone. Sometimes I regret having 

bought her that mobile phone (Ngele, 65, male, Francistown, 

03/12/2012). 

 

I have observed that my nineteen year-old son spends a lot of time on his 

phone. Although I used to ask him to stop doing so while at home and 

when with other people, he seems unconcerned as he always tells me that 

he plays music, texts and chats with his friends on Facebook (Betty, 68, 

female, Gaborone, 10/10/2012). 

 

The assertions made by parents are that sometimes their children miss important 

instructions from them when they are engaged in texting because their minds are 

absorbed in conversations with their friends in other places. Furthermore, some 

parents are concerned that large amounts of texting, especially at night when the 

costs for using mobile phones (including texting) are normally low, can deprive 

young people of sleep. According to the parents, this in turn has a negative impact on 

their children, for example through affecting their performance at college since they 



	   201	  

will be sleepy during the day. During the course of this study, parents frequently 

commented that the local network operators should cease offering free promotional 

mobile phone products such as Mascom Night Surfers25 Internet and bonus airtime. 

The parents were concerned that these promotions encouraged many young people to 

spend much of the night communicating on their mobile phones. 

 

7.3.1.2 College and university students and the practice of texting in class settings 

Obtrusive texting during class was also highly condemned by young people in 

Botswana. A consensus among the student participants during the study was that 

texting in class is disruptive to the lecturers and to other students. Below is an extract 

from a focus group interview I conducted with IHS students during which they were 

asked to comment on the issue of texting during class: 

  

Wil: How do you feel when other students use their mobile phones 

in class, especially to exchange text messages or chat on 

Facebook and WhatsApp?  

Ona: Most of my friends like to do this, but I really hate it when I sit 

next to another student who keeps texting on his or her phone 

during class. That irritates me a lot. 

Maatla: I consider it discourteous of them. Sometimes the taps on the 

keypad as one exchanges a text message during class are loud 

and disturbing. 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
25. Unlimited Internet that is provided by Mascom Wireless to its subscribers

 
and accessible 

for free on mobile phones in Botswana
 
during night times (from midnight until 5am). 
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Nthebo: Some students claim to be recording lessons, but it still annoys 

me. Imagine being attentive during a lecture and suddenly a 

student’s mobile buzzes? The problem is that usually, once 

they start a text message conversation it will go on and on, 

especially since the other person in the conversation may not 

know that they are in class at that time.  

Wil:  What usually happens in such a situation when someone’s 

mobile phone rings during class? 

Nthebo: All the attention switches to the direction the ringing is 

coming from, and the quietude of the class would fade away 

so quickly. 

Eric: Normally, such a student will be embarrassed, as all eyes 

[from other students] would be fixed on him or her. 

 

As indicated in the above extracts, the focus group participants considered that 

texting during class not only disturbs the other students but also interrupts the mood 

and concentration within the lectures. The participants who agreed to sometimes 

texting during class concurred that the sound of a ringing mobile phone in class 

embarrasses them, since in most cases the call is unexpected. Furthermore, the 

participants acknowledged that whenever they use their mobile phones during class 

they usually miss many important sections of the lecture. According to the student 

participants, their concentration is often virtually displaced from the class setting to a 

communication with the other person on the phone. As for Pako (22), who admitted 

to sometimes using his mobile phone to take notes during class, texting in class 
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depended on how considerate one was to the other people present. Pako’s view 

towards text message communication during class was that it should be tolerated as 

long as other students are not disturbed. Thus, he expressed: 

 

I like to use my mobile phone to take notes during class. Nonetheless, 

since I know that some of the students may dislike it, I normally request 

that they excuse me for doing it. Sometimes I would also request for 

permission from the lecturer. But it annoys me to hear the sound of a 

ringing phone during class, let alone when someone exchanges text 

messages (Pako, 22, male, GIPS-Francistown, 12/01/2013).  

 

The semi-structured interviews with some of the college and university 

lecturers who participated in this study showed that they also highly disapproved of 

obtrusive texting during class. The lecturers lamented how inconsiderate and ill-

mannered many college students continued to be in this respect despite the efforts of 

higher education institutions in Botswana to prohibit them from using mobile phones 

during class. Thus, as two lecturers observed in separate interviews: 

 

I don’t allow my students to use mobile phones during my classes 

because I consider it inappropriate. Whenever I see a student texting or 

talking on a mobile phone, I chase them out of the lesson (Lesego, 38, 

female, GIPS-Gaborone, 20/12/2012).  
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Without doubt using a mobile phone in class is ill mannered and should 

be highly condemned. However, nowadays students do not seem to 

respect us like they used to, ten years ago. So, every lecturer should 

disallow them from using their phones during class (Molefhe, 74, male, 

IHS-Gaborone, 20/12/2012). 

 

Conversely, Paul (41), a lecturer at UB, opined that students should be allowed to 

use mobile phones in class, as long as they do not interrupt others. According to 

Paul, this is because most of the students study away from their hometowns and their 

parents and, thus, he considers it natural for them to connect with their parents from 

time to time for social support. Below is an excerpt from the interview I held with 

him during which he points out the significance he sees in allowing his students to 

‘secretly’ use mobile phones during class: 

 

Paul: What I normally do is that every first week of lessons each 

semester, I inform my students that they should put their 

mobile phones to silent mode whenever the lesson starts. I 

normally allow them to quietly exchange text messages or 

quickly answer a call that they deem urgent during class, as 

long as it does not disturb others. I also allow them to go out 

of the classroom to talk to a caller and then come back when 

they are done if they feel that it is important to talk on their 

mobile phone for a longer period, say, one to five minutes. 
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Wil: Don’t you think you give them too much freedom in that 

regard, such that they will overuse the phone during class? 

Paul: Not really. I think in that way, there is mutual respect between 

my students and me than if I wanted to enforce strict protocols 

regarding using mobile phones. The issue is that one never 

really knows how important the call is until they answer it. 

Maybe it’s a parent trying to announce a threatening situation, 

a death, or checking the health of the student. 

 

As indicated from the above viewpoints of the students and lecturers who took part 

in this study, mobile phone use by students, especially texting during class is 

common in Botswana. Although this behaviour is highly condemned and 

disapproved of by some lecturers and many of the student participants in this study, 

both lecturers and students pointed out that they often observed some students using 

their mobile phones in class. This also occurred despite the efforts made by some 

lecturers to discourage students from using mobile phones in class. 

	  

7.3.2  Youth and the practice of using mobile phones in funerals 

The other disturbing practice among young people in Botswana is the use of mobile 

phones while attending funerals. In Setswana custom, whenever there is a funeral, 

hundreds and sometimes thousands of people are expected to attend, and these 

usually include family, relatives, acquaintances, neighbours and a large population 

from the village where the deceased is to be buried. It is believed that if many people 

attend a funeral, it is a good sign that the deceased has received a blessed and good 
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sending-off and the family of the deceased is duly comforted. It is also expressed in 

Tswana custom that a large funeral attendance suggests that the deceased was loved 

and he or she also loved many people (Durham, 1999). Consequently, to encourage 

many people to attend, most funerals take place during weekends, especially on 

Saturdays, at least a week after the death occurred. As funerals are considered sacred 

throughout Botswana, all attendees are expected to exercise proper conduct by 

remaining quiet and only listening to the person who facilitates the proceedings 

(Durham & Klaits, 2002). In doing so, attendees are being respectful to the deceased 

and the deceased’s family (Denbow & Thebe, 2006; Durham & Klaits, 2002; Sebate, 

1996). Nevertheless, since the advent of mobile phones, the sacredness of funerals is 

gradually fading, as some people, including youth would be seen talking on their 

mobile phone devices during the proceedings. Observations during the study 

revealed that due to their habitual practice of using mobile phones, and the duration 

of funeral sessions, as each normally lasts for approximately four hours, many young 

people were not always able to exercise restraint by waiting until the end of the 

proceedings. According to some young people who participated in this study, this is 

because they find it difficult to ignore an incoming call. Two of the participants who 

took part in this study declared: 

  

For me, all incoming calls are important. Why would I ignore them 

[incoming calls] when I have my mobile on hand? Perhaps, someone 

needs my immediate assistance. So I always take such calls and respond 

to the incoming communication, but I would talk quietly so that I don’t 

end up disturbing other people. If I realise that the call will be long, I go 
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a little distance from the funeral gathering so that I can talk in private 

(Dan, 25, male, intern at MTC-Gaborone, 10/01/2013). 

 

Whenever I attend funerals or important meetings, I switch my mobile to 

silent and vibrate mode. But I make sure I take all the calls which I 

consider important. It depends on who the caller is, but sometimes if it’s 

someone I know, I will just cut the call and then call back later (Lebo, 24, 

female, Barclays Bank-Gaborone, 16/11/2012). 

 

Although expectations are that young people should switch their mobile phones to 

silent mode to avoid the loud ringing that would usually disrupt the sanctity of the 

funeral service, many deliberately chose not to do so, while others pointed out that 

they often forget. Usually, the youth who use mobile phones at funerals in Botswana 

are scorned for being discourteous to mourners, especially the family and relatives of 

the deceased. Furthermore, when using mobile phones in funerals young people are 

condemned for not practicing the principles of botho and maitseno (good manners) 

as expected in the Setswana way of life. 

	  

7.3.3 The mobile phone in intimate relationships  

The functionality of the mobile phone incites us to reform our social links and 

interpersonal relations (Caron & Caronia, 2007, p. 4). As I pointed out in the 

previous chapter, through mobile phones, we construct and reconfigure relationships 

with many people. In consideration of this, the place of the mobile phone in the 

intimate relationships of young people in Botswana was also explored during the 
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study. The findings indicate that young people considered the mobile phone a perfect 

gift for intimate partners as seen, for example, where a young adult male buys a new 

mobile phone handset, and sometimes airtime as well, for his girlfriend. In addition, 

young adult males habitually buy large amounts of airtime so they can make 

excessive calls to their intimate partners. This is because, as the participants in this 

study pointed out, the mobile phone is useful for them to connect with their partners 

to arrange meetings and communicate personal issues in order to enrich their 

intimate relationships. For instance, in her diary, Letta (21) recorded that her 

boyfriend paid for both her mini Xperia 10 handset and, from time to time, the costs 

of buying airtime because she had to keep her mobile handset active. Further analysis 

of her diary revealed that because of this, Letta made it a habit to call her boyfriend 

on a regular basis. She also pointed out during follow-up interviews that as she made 

calls to her boyfriend regularly, she never worried about the airtime on her mobile 

phone running out, as she knew that her boyfriend would buy more airtime for her. 

In an analysis of Poloko’s (24) diary, it also became evident that over fifty per cent 

of his mobile phone communication (including calls and text messages) during the 

month of December, 2012 was to his girlfriend. In an interview with him, Poloko 

confirmed that he called and sent text messages to his girlfriend a lot, but he received 

fewer text messages from her. Also, for Kefilwe (21) “it is the duty of the boyfriend 

to provide for his partner, whether one has a job or not.” Thus, she further observed:  

   

My boyfriend knows very well that I don’t have airtime to call him. If he 

is serious about our relationship, he has to call me every day, sometimes 
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even two or three times a day despite the high costs of calling from his 

mobile (Kefilwe, 21, female, Francistown, 04/12/2012). 

 

 Although the participants in this study concurred that the mobile phone is a 

perfect gift through which males are able to express their intimate affection for 

female partners, the practice of males providing for their female partners in 

Botswana has its roots within the patriarchal beliefs of the early Tswana26 cultures. 

The Botswana societies that existed up until the nineteenth century were stratified 

along profound gender lines, which recognised males as the heads of households, the 

decision makers and the inheritors of all the economies of the family when their 

fathers passed on (Mookodi, 2004; Schapera, 1966; Townsend, 1997). On the  

contrary, females, as housewives, were subjected to doing all the household chores 

while men were expected to provide for them at all costs. During those times, much 

of the traditional Tswana lifestyle was centred on agriculture and hunting and  

gathering, such that men had to plough, look after their livestock and hunt game for 

their families. During the twentieth century, when the traditional Tswana lifestyle 

transformed to a modern industrial economy, men migrated to the mines for 

employment and would later, usually after four to six months, bring home money 

and other important gifts to their wives and other members of their families 

(Mookodi, 2004, p. 122). Because of this and the patriarchal accountabilities 

invested in them as heads of their households, they were considered the 

breadwinners in the family, whereas women were entirely dependent on them for all 

their basic needs. Since then, it has remained somewhat customary for men to 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
26. Tswana, also refers to the traditional lifestyle of a citizen of Botswana. 
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provide for their women despite the contemporary lifestyles that were ushered in by 

the modernisation that was already starting to happen in the late twentieth century 

when women also started to look for employment and no longer depended on men 

for support. Consequently, it is no surprise that the mobile phone, through its 

commodity value, has re-enshrined these customs. Nowadays, young adult males in 

Botswana see it as their responsibility to buy a mobile phone and airtime for their 

intimate partners as it makes them feel content that they are fulfilling their traditional 

obligations, promoting their intimate affection for their partners and enriching their 

relationships.  

 However, nowadays these practices are challenging to young people in 

Botswana in three ways. First, when young people become involved in a 

relationship, they develop a habit of connecting via mobile phones. However, as time 

goes on, these young people become strongly committed to using mobile phones to 

enrich their relationships that they end up incurring unnecessary costs. Second, when 

young males buy more airtime for themselves and their female partners, they shift 

their responsibilities from taking care of their parents and relatives, to taking care of 

their girlfriends, who they are not certain that they will marry. As I already alluded to 

in Chapter 5, in these instances the mobile phone tends to act as a symbol of control 

for the giver over the recipient. Subsequently, the value of the mobile phone enables 

young adult males to impose some degree of control on their intimate partners and 

often the latter have no choice but to oblige their boyfriends’ every request. In effect, 

these young females’ rights are subjugated by the gift of the mobile phone and they 

cannot refuse anything that is suggested by their boyfriends [who bought the device 

for them]. For instance, in a related incident, Rati (23) mentioned during the follow-
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up interview with her how during the time she broke-up with her ex boyfriend, he 

demanded she pay him back for the cost of the airtime and the mobile phone that he 

bought her. Although mistreatment as a result of mobile phone use was not fully 

investigated as part of this study, it was predominantly referred to by the police 

officers who were interviewed during the study. Thus, one police officer observed: 

 

What the adolescent women do not know is that as they receive 

expensive mobile phones and lots of airtime from their partners these 

products tie them together. In the long run, such as when the relationship 

turn sour, and a young adult female decides to break up with her male 

partner, she would be faced with the challenge of having to pay back the 

money that was spent on her by her boyfriend during the relationship 

(Chris, 53, male, Gaborone, 18/01/2013). 

 

Concerns of the parents and police officers who participated in this study are that 

misunderstandings in intimate relationships as part of mobile phone use among youth 

in Botswana have somehow contributed to a spate of passion killings countrywide. 

As such, their viewpoints are that parents should encourage their daughters to refuse 

the gifts, including the mobile phone, from intimate partners during relationships.  

 The other incidental finding that came out during the semi-structured 

interviews with the parents of some youth participants during the study was the 

purchasing of mobile phones by adult males to facilitate inter-generational 

relationships between them and young females in Botswana. The parents have 

observed that because many young people do not have secure employment and 
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cannot afford smartphones, some married adult men target and allure young females 

into duplicitous relationships by buying them expensive mobile phone handsets and 

airtime. In this regard, the mobile phone is effective for use to facilitate secure and 

easier access to personal communication between the two people involved in a 

relationship. Nonetheless, the consumption of mobile phones in this regard has also 

instigated family break-ups and divorce among couples in Botswana society. Thus, 

MmaThebe (68, Gaborone), who mentioned that at one point she counselled her 

sister’s daughter who was involved in a similar incident, pointed out:  

 

Often, text message communication between the married man and his 

secret lover [a young adult female] is exposed, thereby opening a can of 

worms associated with mistrust and depression, and this eventually leads 

to divorce between the affected couple (MmaThebe, 68, female, 

Gaborone, 10/10/2012). 

 

One other great risk for Botswana society that is associated with the issues of 

inter-generational relationships between young adult females and married men is that 

these young females also have other boyfriends who are normally their age mates. 

Unfortunately for those involved in these relationships, by also forming intimate 

relationships with adult males, all parties are exposed to a web of multiple and 

concurrent sex partners, and subsequently the risk of contracting HIV/AIDS, which 

is reported to have ravaged youth society in Botswana (Greener et al., 2000; 

Kalichman et al., 2007; Langen, 2005). However, the precise ways in which the 

mobile phone affects Botswana society in this respect is yet to be explored in depth. 
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7.4 Conspicuous consumption of mobile phones among youth 

Livingstone (2006) notes that in many societies, digital communication technologies, 

including mobile phones, allow young people to expediently express their fantasies 

and imagination, and also readjust their interpersonal characters and privacy in social 

and cultural spaces. In view of Livingstone’s point, two very cultural traits that are 

similar to those explored in some studies conducted in the global North were also 

revealed in Botswana. First, some college and university students in Botswana who 

own smart phones use the devices to construct social inclusions with, and exclusions 

from, their peers through network groups. Second, my study showed clearly distinct 

gendered identities with regard to the adoption and use of mobile phones between 

males and females, especially college and university students in Botswana. That is, 

whereas many college and university females in Botswana regarded colourful 

phones, and brightly coloured casings for their mobile phones as symbols of fashion 

and modernity, their male counterparts mostly preferred smartphones that are slightly 

more expensive. In particular, among male students the ownership of smartphones 

was found to gratify their sense of having a contemporary personal identity. These 

dimensions of culture are discussed further in the subsections below, and in 

subsequent sections in this thesis. 

 

7.4.1 Mobile phones and the construction of personal identity among peers 

Many young people in Botswana are very enthusiastic about the aesthetic value of 

the mobile phone. While ownership of the mobile phone is confirmation that 

personal communication and connectedness with other people is feasible (Green & 
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Haddon, 2009; Kamran, 2010; Leung & Wei, 2000; Lin & Tong, 2008), in 

Botswana, young people use the mobile phone to depict their personal characters. 

The participants who owned smart phones explained to me that in addition to using 

the devices to access the Internet, online mobile services and for social networking, 

as I illustrated in Chapter 6, they also use the devices to gratify their sense of identity 

among their peers. As part of this, smartphone users normally show off their 

handsets to other people, as they know that their mobile phones are expensive and 

much coveted by their peers. The non-student participants in Botswana also 

articulated this during a focus group discussion as illustrated in the following 

excerpt: 

 

Wil: What types of mobile phones do you own and why particularly 

those brands? 

Tau: I have two mobiles, one a Nokia 5310 and the other a 

Blackberry Z10.  

Kaone: I own a Blackberry too, but mine is Blackberry Bold.  

Sammy: I own two devices, a Sedilame and Blackberry 

Wil:  Sedilame, which is that? 

Sammy: A basic, cheaper Nokia with torch. 

Wil:  Is Blackberry a special phone?  

Kaone: Yah, it is the in-thing to own a Blackberry. Most of my friends 

use it.  
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Tau: I think all my friends like it, wherever I go people covet it. 

Perhaps this is because it has just been recently released and 

sold locally.  

Abby:  Mine is HTC One, a friend bought it for me while in China. It 

is the latest smartphone device. It has a good camera phone, 

quality sound and powerful processor. I always want people to 

see it whenever I travel.  

 

Primarily, the goal of adopting and using expensive smart phones in 

Botswana is to expressly affirm their status as part of a networked society. As for 

experienced users, it is common that whenever an upgrade of a mobile phone model 

is released, they are keen to trade off their old devices for the newly released model 

with a view to gratifying their sense of being up-to-date. Once a young person adopts 

a smartphone, even if it is a counterfeit of a popular device, the next and most 

common predilection is to strategically use it in public places where their new 

devices can be easily recognised by their peers. This is because young people are 

aware that, through conspicuous use of smart phones, others in their peer group will 

uphold their personal status as up-to-date. However, using mobile phones in public 

places when other people are around in Botswana is also disadvantageous in two 

ways. First, as I have already indicated above, using the mobile phone at funerals is 

widely condemned as people consider it disrespectful and bad behaviour. Second, 

displaying the mobile phone in public influences crime as the device attracts 

criminals who are always on the lookout for opportunities to steal mobile phones, 

and especially expensive smartphone devices. 
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7.4.2 Gendered aspects in the consumption of mobile phones among youth 

Similar to the findings of studies conducted in Japan and the USA by Katz and 

Sugiyama (2006), in this study young adult females in Botswana also admitted to 

using mobile phones as fashion accessories. In particular, adolescent females in 

colleges and the university who participated in the study were observed using 

brightly coloured mobile phones from among the latest models. Other female 

participants who used cheaper and simple mobile phones were observed adorning 

their devices with brightly coloured casings. According to the participants, they were 

very enthusiastic about the colour that a mobile phone appears in, as brightly 

coloured mobile phones are one means through which they can articulate their 

fashion taste. As they also indicated, the colours that decorate their devices are also 

useful for expressing their personal characters. Consider the following observations 

offered by some of the young participants in this study: 

 

My first Nokia phone was stolen and it was white. My second phone 

after that one was also a white Nokia and I gave it away. Now I use a 

white Nokia Lumia 520, its fashionable and all my friends envy it. In 

fact, I like white. White represents the innocence character in me. I also 

plan on buying a white Blackberry handset soon. I mean, if at all there is 

a white Blackberry (Feza, 24, female, BTV-Gaborone, 16/11/2012). 

 

My mobile is also a symbolic brooch. It fulfils my appetite for fashion so 

much that I have three coloured casings for my Blackberry handset: pink, 
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white and yellow. Whenever I wear something red or pinkish, I put it in a 

pink casing. The same goes with other colours. It just depends on my 

mood on that particular day (Bridget, 20, female, GIPS-Francistown, 

03/12/2012). 

 

Expressly, coloured mobile phones (in yellow, pink or red colours) for young people 

such as Bridget formed a part of their visual image. As some of these female 

participants pointed out, wherever they travel, they make sure that the casing that is 

chosen for that day is similar in colour to the clothes that they wear. Once they are in 

public spaces, they then take out their mobile phones from handbags so that their 

peers can see them. This concurs with the following point made by Foley et al. 

(2007) that “increased access to public space generates for adolescent girls 

alternative choices of leisure experiences and possibilities of multiple enriching 

identities” (p. 179). For adolescent females in Botswana, despite the challenges of 

crime and theft associated with the adoption of mobile phones, displaying colourful 

mobile phones in this way is a strategy to impress upon other females that they have 

a sophisticated taste for fashion. 

 However, this cultural trait among adolescent females in Botswana in 

preferring colourful mobile phones reflects a notion in Tswana lifestyle that colour, 

and particularly bright colour, is highly fashionable. The adolescent females are 

referred to in Tswana as makgarebe27.  In a contemporary Tswana context, proclivity 

for brightly coloured accessories is highly influenced by mothers and grandmothers 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
27. Singular for makgarebe is lekgarebe, meaning a fashionable adolescent female.	  
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who shape the references of their daughters and granddaughters. Nowadays, 

preferences for brighter colours in Botswana also manifest highly among beautiful 

adolescent females. This is a life stage when an adolescent female in Botswana is 

expected to prepare herself by enriching her beauty and personal character for 

intimate relationships that lead to marriage. Although both girl child and adolescent 

female are unique life stages of females in Tswana custom (Suggs, 1987), the 

application of bright colours at each life stage is predominant in dressing. 

Specifically, younger girls in Botswana today are usually seen wearing brightly 

coloured clothes. Comparably, in the past they would be recognised wearing 

colourful accessories such as dibaga or ditalama (decorative beads), which were 

neatly tied around their necks, ankles and hands, and makgabe (fringed waist skirts 

made out of wool and beads) (Denbow & Thebe, 2006). The dibaga and makgabe, 

which were colourful, were considered the most beautiful and often, parents would 

give these to their favourite daughters and granddaughters. As was expressed in 

Tswana tradition, beautifying girl children with multi-coloured makgabe and dibaga 

was a good sign in that it indicated that their families loved them very much and 

were raising them well. Likewise, beautifying a girl child with brightly coloured 

clothes in Botswana is today considered fashionable. Consequently, as these young 

girls grow up they do not only mature into adolescent females, but also attractive 

ones since in the localised aspects of beauty it is expected that their tastes for fashion 

(through colour) have advanced. As makgarebe, adolescent females have a strong 

fondness for bright colour, and it is no surprise that they prefer colourful accessories 

such as, handbags, hats, headscarves, bracelets and earrings which they usually wear 

and carry around as part of their outward fashion. In doing so, they show off to other 
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girls in their communities that they are smart looking and fashionable. Moreover, as 

the female participants in the study further suggested, this also helps to increase their 

chances of attracting a male partner. Likewise, their viewpoint is that by carrying 

brightly coloured mobile phones, they raise their prospects for attracting prospective 

male partners, who, as they agreed, are attracted to smart fashionable females. 

 In comparison, for adult males in Botswana much emphasis was placed on 

the image portrayed by having the latest mobile phone handset, than on colour and 

fashion accessory significance. As observed during the study, many young adult 

males in Botswana were found to use expensive smartphones, and cheaper 

counterfeits of the latest smartphones. In particular, male participants from UB and 

the GIPS considered that their smartphones made them ‘cool’ within their friendship 

groups. For instance, Nay (22) who owned a smartphone, mentioned that he used it 

to call, send texts and browse messages, take pictures, browse the Internet and 

engage in online social networks. In addition, he felt it made him cool and set him 

apart from the rest of his friends. Similar views also came out during follow-up 

interviews with other students such as Thero (22), Thebe (20) and Pako (22). 

Consider the following viewpoints: 

 

Yes, I use a smartphone as I am of the opinion that a true gentleman 

has to be seen carrying an expensive smart phone (Thero, 22, male, 

UB-Gaborone, 20/11/2012). 

 

I use a simple mobile but I want a smartphone. Even if I can find a 

cheap counterfeit smartphone I’d go for it. I want my girlfriend to 
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think that I am a cool guy (Thebe, 20, male, GIPS-Francistown, 

12/01/2013).  

 

An expensive phone sets one apart from the rest of boys. Carrying 

smartphones such as, Blackberry, Samsung and iPhone is a sign that 

one is a true gentleman (Pako, 22, male, GIPS-Francistown, 

12/01/2013). 

 

The notion of ‘true gentleman’ that came out during interviews with young adult 

males suggests that devices such as mobile phones engender social and cultural 

identities for the users. Although similar findings were also explored in other studies 

conducted in the global North by Skog (2001), Wilska (2003), and Nafus and Tracey 

(2002), in the context of young adult males in Botswana, the mobile phone plays a 

key role in generating a dignified status for its user among his peers (both male and 

female). 

 While probing further on this, the male participants suggested that there are 

two ways by which expensive mobile phones make them ‘true gentlemen’, that is, 

eminent amongst their peers: First that their female counterparts, especially those 

that they seek for intimate relationships, would think that they are well-off. As male 

participants in the study pointed out, it is often difficult for them to charm beautiful 

females, and allure them into starting relationships with them. In such instances, as 

they have suggested, “an expensive mobile phone does the talking”, suggesting that 

they are worthy of being considered as a partner. The second point, which has its 

roots within the patriarchal beliefs of the early Tswana societies and still manifests in 
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present day Botswana, is that since it is believed that men are superior to women in 

society (Datta, 2004; Glickman, 1988; Joseph, 2013), they as young adult males are 

entitled to own mobile phone devices that are of higher standards than those owned 

by their female counterparts.  

 

7.5 Conclusion 

During the course of this chapter I have been concerned to examine the socio-

economic impacts, behavioural practices, and cultural identities associated with 

young people’s interactions with mobile phones in Botswana. The quintessential 

issues in this regard include crime (i.e. theft of mobile phone devices), inappropriate 

uses (e.g. the use of mobile phones during sacred public gatherings such as funerals) 

and the cultural effects of mobile phones on the young people, their parents and 

Botswana society at large. The findings of this study have revealed that mobile 

phone crimes have escalated among urban youth in Botswana. As part of this, mobile 

phone users, including young people face the danger of being attacked and their 

devices forcibly taken from them. In instances when mobile phone handsets are 

stolen from them and because of their penchant towards mobile phones, urban youth 

in Botswana are faced with the challenge of having to replace (sometimes in 

successive instances) their mobile phone devices, despite the fact that it is typically a 

costly exercise. Urban youth in Botswana have also been found to over-use their 

mobile phones and to undertake unnecessary and costly activities, such as gambling, 

as this offers them the chance of acquiring products that they think could better their 

lifestyles. Noticeably, the impacts of the mobile phone for youth in Botswana, such 
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as crime and unnecessary gambling, are associated with the economic challenges that 

these young people face.  

In addition to such locally specific issues relating to mobile phone use among 

youth in Botswana, one mobile phone activity observed in Botswana that is also 

reported among youth globally is obtrusive texting. Due to the inexpensive nature of 

texting, many young people have developed a strong attachment to their mobile 

phone devices, such that nowadays they text when with friends, and when in closed 

settings such as classrooms and households. Although texting in this manner is 

considered an ill-mannered activity by some parents, lecturers in colleges and 

universities and other youth in Botswana, it has become a habit among many local 

youth. More so, they ignore the ‘no mobile phone use sign’ in many public places in 

Botswana. My study also showed that some young people in Botswana use their 

mobile phones when in public gatherings such as funerals: to make or respond to 

incoming calls and, in doing so, disturb the sanctity of such gatherings. These 

findings reveal that, to some degree, these traits of mobile phone cultures among 

youth in Botswana clash with traditional values and principles associated with the 

Setswana lifestyle. This demonstrates that in each society, mobile phones have the 

potential to alter the social norms and cultural principles of youth. 

In this chapter I have also demonstrated that the mobile phone influences 

various cultures among Botswana youth. Some young people in Botswana, 

particularly adolescent females, regard expensive and colourful mobile phone 

devices as symbols of fashion and modernity. Comparably, young adult males in 

Botswana use smartphones to enhance their personal identities. Although these 

cultural identities are closely similar to those reported from studies conducted by 
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Bond (2011), Davie et al. (2004), and Oksman and Turtiainen (2004) in the global 

North, in the context of youth in Botswana these practices impact highly on their 

social and economic lives.  For instance, as indicated in this study, some young adult 

males in Botswana put themselves under great pressure to own expensive mobile 

phones as, in their opinion, this asserts their personal status among their peers. Also 

relating to the traditional and contemporary notions of considering bright colour as 

highly fashionable, young adult females in Botswana have contrived ways that they 

can own devices of their choice. Some of these ways include getting into 

intergenerational relationships with married men, and the over-reliance on their male 

counterparts for support with regard to the buying of mobile phones and associated 

products. Sadly, these practices complicate relationships; lead to breaks ups and 

exposes both parties and their partners to greater risks of contracting HIV/AIDS, 

which remains a significant issue and threat within Botswana society. Overall, the 

findings in this chapter suggest there are similarities and differences in the way 

mobile phones impact on the lives of young people in Botswana and their 

counterparts in the global North. The findings of this chapter thus support existing 

research in which patterns of mobile phone use among young people are seen to 

exhibit both global and more locally specific trends, the latter occurring due to the 

uniqueness of the traditions and socio-economic conditions of youth in each region. 

In building on the issues discussed in this chapter, and in Chapters 5 and 6, 

the next chapter will look into the symbolic meanings of the mobile phone for youth 

in Botswana. 
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Chapter 8 The symbolic meanings of mobile phones in the context of 

urban youth in Botswana 

8.1 Introduction  

So far I have demonstrated in the previous findings chapters how mobile phones are 

adopted and consumed by young people in Botswana, in their everyday context. In 

each of the three parts of this chapter I consider how the appropriation and everyday 

consumption of mobile phones among young people in Botswana has given rise to 

symbolic meanings through which youth make sense of the devices in their everyday 

context. In doing so, I demonstrate that the local tradition and local knowledge of 

youth in Botswana, combined with their experiences with mobile phones have led 

them to ascribe the devices with various symbolic labels and portrayals that 

epitomise their aesthetic qualities and usefulness in their lives. In part one of the 

chapter I reflect on the local labels which have been given to the mobile phone 

device in Botswana since 1998. Next, I examine how the specific technical features 

and uses of basic handsets and smartphones have influenced young people to accord 

the devices with various symbolic descriptions. In the final part of the chapter I 

consider the representational depictions accorded the mobile phone by both the youth 

and their parents, in association with the functions of the device among them. In fact, 

the viewpoints of the parents who participated in this study help us to trace the 

relationship between youth in Botswana and the mobile phone over many years. In 

particular, the parents of the youth participants in the study had first-hand 

experiences of the events that took place during the introduction and diffusion of 

mobile telephony in the country.  
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8.2 The mobile phone as a “waistline telephone” 

Although a few scholars have attempted to use the Apparatgeist theory to study the 

interactive relationship between youth and mobile phones, their work has focused 

primarily on how social and cultural contexts in each society influenced the 

construction of meanings for mobile phones among youth (Campbell & Russo, 2003; 

Katz & Sugiyama, 2006). Consequently, there is a dearth of literature that indicates 

how folklore, local languages and local experiences influence the construction of 

meanings for mobile phones among users and non-users. Therefore, in an attempt to 

close this gap, the material presented in this and the following section of this chapter 

reflect on how, during the first few years after mobile telephony was introduced in 

Botswana, the locals (including users and non-users), made sense of mobile phones 

and ascribed the devices with various locally constructed meanings and 

significances.  

Although since 1998 mobile telephony has become increasingly central in 

Botswana, the ways users and non-users have defined mobile phone devices has 

changed over time. When the first mobile phones started to be sold in Botswana, 

many people did not understand the devices, particularly because they were foreign 

technology. As a result, a majority of potential subscribers were resistant to adopting 

mobile phones, because they perceived that the devices were of no relevance to their 

lives. The semi-structured interviews with the parents of youth participants in the 

study revealed that because there was no local name for the mobile phone, the device 

was originally referred to as Mogala28 (cable/telephone line), after its predecessor, 

the landline telephone. However, as mobile telephony started to diffuse into many 

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
28. Mogala is a local expression to suggest that telephony is a cable technology.	  
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places in Botswana, it was considered necessary to give the mobile phone a name 

that clearly distinguished it from the landline telephone. Ideally, and as has always 

been the case with any newly imported digital technology in Botswana, such a name 

was to be related to the visual appeal of the device, or closely associated with its 

perceived relevance to potential users. Thus, a locally expressive label, Mogala-wa-

letheka29 (a waistline telephone) was introduced. The parents who participated in the 

study pointed out that the meaning of mogala-wa-letheka signified a close link with 

the way the mobile phone was carried around by its early adopters, especially men, 

who were usually found strapping the device on trouser belts. Equally, the women 

put their devices in handbags, which they often clutched around their waists. 

Whereas Mogala was a name given after ‘landline telephone’ to refer to the use of 

the mobile phone for communication, Mogala-wa-letheka is associated with its 

relationship with the user, particularly the way it was handled. This indicates two 

distinct issues. First, that when mobile telephony was introduced in Botswana around 

1998, many people were initially concerned about the material value of the mobile 

phone rather than its functionality. In essence, many people were captivated by the 

way the early adopters of the device handled it rather than the perceived usage of the 

device, especially since at that time most of them had not experienced its relevance 

first hand. The second, which is perhaps a global factor, is that when a technology 

enters society, part of its adoption involves the locals ascribing it names and labels 

composed after their local knowledge about its application within their contexts.  

	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
29.  Mogala-wa-letheka is a metaphoric name for the mobile phone in Tswana context. 
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As it is today, the mobile phone is still referred to as a “waistline telephone” 

in Botswana. However, many young people who participated in this study felt that 

this label does not meaningfully fit the devices. This is because, as they pointed out, 

nowadays it is rare in Botswana to find mobile phone users, especially men, 

attaching their devices to their waistline. Conceivably, the changes to the way the 

mobile phone is carried around, such as refraining from displaying it in public, are 

taking place because of the high incidence of theft associated with the device. Young 

people are concerned that today, attaching mobile phones to the trouser belts, as was 

once the practice among men in Botswana, will attract thieves who may attack the 

owner in order to steal their device. Thus, a collective viewpoint of youth 

participants in the study is that instead of “waistline telephone”, a distinctive Tswana 

name for the mobile phone and one that perfectly suits its aesthetic features and 

consumption is overdue. It also seems, however, that other young people in 

Botswana are not concerned about a local description for mobile phones. Their views 

are that a mobile phone should be referred to as “mobile” or “phone”, as it is the only 

mobile telephony device that they are familiar with. They also noted that many 

people locally have become used to the device and to referring it as a ‘mobile’, rather 

than using a local form of description. 

 

8.3 Describing mobile phones through their technical features and use 

The findings of this study have indicated that there have been distinctions in the way 

the mobile phone has been imagined by users and the former non-users from the 

period between 1998 and 2005, and thereafter when various smartphones became 

popular in Botswana. For instance, the symbolic meaning of the devices when 
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mobile telephony was introduced in Botswana, as accounted for by the parents who 

were interviewed during the study, revealed that generally, the device was described 

as a simple and irrelevant artefact. However, nowadays, young people label basic 

mobile phone devices as Sedilame30, and celebrate the relevance of smartphones as 

ubiquitous multi-modal artefacts. As noted above, the viewpoints of the parents of 

the participants in this study were important in revealing how people in Botswana 

perceived mobile phones from the time of their introduction in 1998 and the 

subsequent years before many young people, such as those who participated in the 

study, adopted the devices. Generally, the insights of the participants as documented 

in the sub-sections below provide a nuanced picture of the level of acceptance of 

mobile phones among youth in Botswana, underscoring that in addition to being 

utilitarian, as illustrated in Chapter 6, the mobile phone has also acquired a locally 

constructed symbolic value for users.  

 

8.3.1 Making sense of mobile phones in Botswana between 1998 and 2004 

This study has identified that there were locally framed suppositions surrounding the 

consumption of mobile phones in Botswana between 1998 and 2004. First, the 

mobile phone was generally perceived as an important asset for the wealthy in 

society, and an essentially superfluous, overpriced gimmick from the point of view 

of the wider society. Obviously, the two key issues through which potential 

subscribers constructed meanings about mobile phones was the pricing of the 

handsets and mobile phone services provided by mobile operators, and a lack of 
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phones.	  
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extensive knowledge about the significance of the mobile phone in their lives. 

Generally, such a lack of knowledge influenced people’s acceptance of mobile 

phones in Botswana, especially since at that time non-users were not particularly 

excited about or attuned to the usefulness of mobile phones over that of landline 

telephones in their lives.  

Since the mobile phone was regarded as an important artefact for the rich 

people in society, indications were that ownership of the device was one of the 

significant ways to distinguish the wealthy from the poor in Botswana society. 

Moreover, because at that point in time mobile phones did not have add-ons, 

smartphones were not yet invented, and signal connections were inadequate in many 

rural areas in Botswana, those who owned mobile phones used their devices mainly 

to make calls to landline telephones in homes, public institutions and businesses in 

urban areas as signal connections were inadequate in many rural areas. 

Consequently, the mobile phone device was depicted as “a useless yet expensive 

artefact”, which many people imagined would not survive for long in the 

marketplace. To elaborate on this perception, two of the parents I interviewed during 

the study offered the following observations:  

 

I did not envisage the relevance of the mobile at the time when it was 

first introduced locally. It appears most people considered it 

incomprehensible to buy such expensive devices. I personally ignored it 

as I thought that those who used it at that time must be so rich that they 

needed to own both the mobile and landline telephony, as I imagined that 
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the two were useful to perform similar functions (Tapela, 54, male, 

Gaborone, 23/01/2013). 

 

As I recall, there was hype about mobile phones during those years 

[between 1998 and 2002], but still I noticed that many people did not 

immediately adopt them. I too wasn’t convinced about the relevance of 

the device because I already had a landline telephone at home and could 

also use another at work. Like with most of my colleagues, we dismissed 

the mobile phone because we considered that it was expensive. I was 

sceptical about the mobile phone to an extent that I used to remind my 

friends who owned it first that it would not last long in the market 

(MmaNnoi, 63, female, Francistown, 13/01/2013).  

 

However, the other early adopters of mobile phones in Botswana considered them to 

be somewhat useful due to their eminence as portable and mobile devices. This is 

mainly because, unlike the landline telephone, which is installed and fixed to one 

location, mobile phones can be used while travelling. This notion has accentuated the 

viewpoints put forward by Haddon (2003) and Ling and Haddon (2003) about the 

technical efficiency of mobile phones, which primarily includes the ability of the 

devices to function in and outside established settings, such as households and 

workplaces. In essence, some of the people who were among the first to use the 

mobile phone in Botswana pointed out that they felt it was relevant for use in 

emergency situations where landline telephones were not accessible. Thus, David 

(69), a parent of one of the participants in this study, who was a bus driver for one of 
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the local transportation companies in Botswana at the time, explained to me during 

an interview with him: 

 

I must have been among the first people to own a mobile in Botswana 

when it was introduced in 1998. My first impression about the device 

was that it was going to be useful to me for making calls to my employer 

whenever I got stranded on the road between Gaborone and Francistown. 

As I always drove a bus full of passengers between the two cities almost 

four times a week, I often had to contend with many experiences of the 

bus breaking down (David, 69, male, Gaborone, 24/01/2013). 

 

By 2003 when mobile phone subscriptions started to increase in Botswana, 

both the appeal and significance of the mobile phone among its users and non-users 

bourgeoned from being just a mobile, to an ubiquitous device. As mobile phones 

became more common countrywide, the price of the devices also dropped and they 

became more affordable for the majority of people. High uptake to mobile phones 

among the people also took place in the local towns in Botswana around 2004 when 

all of a sudden the following two categories of handsets started selling locally: the 

cheap and basic; and expensive and advanced mobile phones. Indications are that at 

that time, it was no longer the economic background of local people that prevented 

them from acquiring mobile phones because those who were economically 

challenged also started to purchase handsets that they could afford. Moreover, as the 

participants in the study mentioned, many of them had started to realise that a simple 

mobile phone was a necessity for communication, such as during emergencies and in 
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situations when they wanted to connect with their families, friends and relatives in 

other towns and villages, as they were required to do so within the Setswana culture. 

Those who owned smartphones that came loaded with add-ons tended to use their 

devices to access mobile Internet, undertake mobile banking, take photographs, and 

to play music and video. Pointing to this extensive perceived usefulness of the 

mobile phone, which was what prompted him to acquire the device at that time, 

Rathedi (82) explained:  

   

At first I wasn’t keen to buy myself a mobile phone. But after I observed 

my son [who had recently returned from studies overseas and brought a 

mobile phone with him] making and receiving calls, and playing music 

and FM radio on his mobile, and using it even when we were travelling, I 

then realised that the device was more than just a phone, but was also 

useful to perform a broad range of activities (Rathedi, 82, male, 

Gaborone, 11/10/2012). 

  

 As noted above, while at first non-users of the mobile phone were sceptical 

about the device, they still made efforts to understand its relevance in their lives 

through its early users. To some degree, the perceived ideas that the non-users 

initially constructed about the device did not last long. Indeed, many previous non-

users began to acquire the mobile phone for themselves after they realised the 

importance of the device from the way its early adopters put it to use. Much to the 

delight of its early adopters, the importance of mobile phones continued to expand 

over the years in Botswana. The mobile phone was no longer considered a device for 
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the wealthy, but through its aesthetic characteristics and associated functionalities, 

which were evidenced from the point of view of its early adopters, the mobile phone 

device had prompted non-users to also acquire it. This underscores the following 

point by Campbell and Russo (2003), that “by expressing opinions and frustrations, 

giving advice, and using mobile phones in collective ways, subjects constructed 

meanings for the technology and how it should be used” (p. 329). As observed from 

the excerpts that came from interviews with the parents of the participants in this 

study, the symbolic descriptions constructed around the mobile phone also kept 

changing to reflect the changing patterns of mobile phone consumption by the people 

in Botswana.  

 

8.3.2 Youth and the labelling of basic mobile phone handsets 

Since 2003 when mobile telephony became increasingly popular in Botswana, users, 

including young people, sought to ascribe mobile phone handsets with distinctive 

labels that helped the functional worth of the devices to be easily recognised. To 

some extent, through a figurative label Sedilame, which has since become popular, 

both users and non-users noticeably acknowledged the level of use of basic and 

cheap mobile phone handsets. Importantly, this label was useful to help users 

become knowledgeable about the significance of mobile phone devices and other 

brands that they had never used. Particularly, young people in the study who 

identified with the Sedilame label agreed that it could be explained on two accounts: 

On the one hand, it refers to basic and cheap mobile phone devices with an in-built 

torch function. Figuratively, Sedilame relates to a passage in a traditional hymn that 
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reads sedilame, mponesetse tsela31. In Tswana terms, this passage is a reassuring 

statement that any source of light for an individual is an important virtue. In this 

example, a users’ interest in a basic mobile phone handset with a torch lies in the 

effectiveness of the handset to make calls and also provide a freely accessible and 

significant source of light through its mini torch.  

 This study has revealed that whereas in most cases the ownership of cheap 

and basic mobile phone devices, such as the Nokia 1100 and Nokia 1208 was 

prompted by the low cost of these handsets, as noted in Chapter 5, among Botswana 

youth the attraction to more advanced mobile phone devices was to some extent 

assured by important technical features, such as the in-built torch functions, of these 

handsets. For instance, when asked to comment on what they liked most about their 

mobile phone handsets besides mobile communication, the young people who used 

Nokia 1100’s and 1208’s, pointed to the significance of accessing a torch and FM 

radio in their devices. Consider below the viewpoints that emerged during follow-up 

interviews with the following participants as part of this study:  

 

My mobile has a small torch and I make use of it quite often. Whenever I 

wake up very early in the morning while it’s still dark and want to go 

somewhere, instead of disturbing my roommate by switching on the main 

room light, I just use a small torch on my mobile. Also, since we don’t 

have a radio set at home, I use it to play radio (Ofentse, 24, male, 

Francistown, 04/12/2012).  
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I like my Nokia 1208 because of its small torch. It is handy in situations 

when one arrives home at night from school and there is no electricity 

(Refilwe, 22, female, GIPS-Gaborone, 14/12/2012). 

 

Ofentse mentioned further that his Nokia 1100 mobile phone (which costs around 

P225) was also useful to him as a mini source of light whenever he visited his 

parents during most weekends and school holidays at their cattle post where there 

was no electricity supply. According to Ofentse, unlike the latest smartphones, if 

fully charged his mobile phone can hold power for up to three days while also being 

useful as a reliable source of light.  

 Sharing related sentiments, smartphone users such as Letta (21, UB) and 

Thero (22, UB) mentioned that they also own a Nokia 1208 because of its significant 

use as a mini light source. To these participants, and many other urban young people 

in Botswana, the relevance of mobile phones with a torch are timely considering the 

electricity power cuts which have been occurring in Botswana lately. These 

intermittent power cuts have been due to various factors that include local power 

station malfunctions, a reduction of the required power supply from South Africa (to 

which Botswana has been importing about two thirds of its nationwide electricity 

resources)32, and increased high demand for electricity as a result of booming 

mining, agriculture and commerce industries countrywide (Ganetsang, 2008; 

Letswamotse, 2013; Maswabi, 2013). Many young people in the study who used 
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mobile phone handsets with a torch mentioned that because their handsets are always 

handy, in situations when these power cuts occur unexpectedly at night, they will use 

their devices as mini light sources to easily locate domestic light sources, such as 

house lamps and electricity generators.  

 In addition, Sedilame is a commonly used Tswana expression, which signifies 

that even a basic object can serve as an important asset for the owner. Accordingly, 

this term can also be given to babies as a name, especially when parents believe that 

the child will in the future become a breadwinner who will uplift the economic 

standards of the family. Culturally, it is hoped that such a name essentially inspires a 

child to grow into a star which shines brightly and diminishes the grey shades of 

poverty that have afflicted the entire household. Relatedly, with a basic mobile phone 

handset featuring an in-built torch, the implied notion among young people in 

Botswana is that despite being cheap and housing basic features, it is also 

significantly efficient enough to enable users to improve their livelihoods. For 

instance, the fundamental and most pertinent uses for basic and cheaper mobile 

phone handsets in Botswana that came out during the study (and were also referred 

to in Chapter 6), include the following: college students connecting with their 

classmates through calls and text messages (sms) to complete assignments; micro 

businesspersons linking up with their customers through calls and sms; owners of 

street vendors loading large amounts of airtime in the device and reselling it to other 

mobile phone users via sms; and for unemployed youth, making connections with 

job markets through calls. Clearly, while some of these uses may seem quite global 

in nature, they have influenced young people in Botswana to ascribe the basic mobile 

phone with a locally nuanced symbolic description. Both justifications for the label 
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Sedilame suggest an underlying fact that young people identify with basic and 

cheaper mobile phone handsets through their aesthetic characteristics and their 

degree of use. 

 

8.3.3 Youth and their conception of smartphone handsets 

Due to innovative developments in mobile telephony, the latest mobile phone 

handsets have come preloaded with many advanced features and add-on apps for 

mobile content. As a result, mobile phones are no longer just simple artefacts for 

personal communication, but the devices are also useful to undertake various new 

media and advanced communication activities. In consideration of these advanced 

features, I have identified two other closely related figurative meanings that have 

been constructed and ascribed to the latest mobile phone handsets (smartphones) by 

urban youth in Botswana. In the first meaning, the participants in the study who own 

and use smartphones described their handsets as “multi-modal artefacts”, signifying 

that through their advanced features, the device offer users opportunities for multiple 

functions in mobile media and communication. In the second symbolic meaning, 

other smartphone users, particularly student participants portrayed their mobile 

phones as “smart digital devices”, recognising their significant uses to achieve 

important tasks as part of their daily livelihoods. These meanings are examined 

further below. 

 The latest smartphones with advanced features and add-on apps have 

prompted many young people to develop strong interests toward them. As I noted in 

the preceding three chapters, many participants in this study who owned smartphones 

mentioned that they were attracted to the device by its advanced features and 
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multiple functionalities. The general consensus among smartphone users in this study 

was that the significance of their devices exceeded calling and text messaging. 

Consider below an excerpt from the focus group interviews I conducted with the 

participants during which I asked them to describe their mobile phones in relation to 

the consumption of the devices in their lives:  

 

 Tuelo: My mobile is the best multimedia device I’ve ever owned. It 

means so much to me. 

 Mase: Mine is a complete digital artefact. It comprises many ICTs. 

 Wil: What ICT do you access from it? 

 Thebe: Various forms of media are accessible from my smartphone, 

including mobile games, the Internet and mobile apps.  

 Tuelo: WiFi, camera phone, Internet, digital games. 

 Thebe: My mobile is finest digital technology. It plays video, music 

and FM radio. 

 

As I documented in the extract above, smartphone users among youth in Botswana 

mentioned that they benefit a lot from the following advanced features in their 

handsets; camera phones, WIFI, note pads, FM radio, calculator, mobile apps, music 

and video players. Through these features, young people in Botswana are provided 

with opportunities for advanced communication, information exchange and 

entertainment, indicating that to a large extent smartphones are good devices that 

converge various ICT which are useful in their livelihoods, and possibly in the lives 

of other young people in the global South. Unlike in developed countries where 
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young people have adequate access to computing technologies such as desktop and 

laptop computers, Apple iPad and the Internet, in Botswana, much access to new 

media and advanced communication is predominantly possible through mobile 

phones. As the participants in this study mentioned, this includes access to 

opportunities for browsing the Internet, exchanging emails, engaging in online social 

networks, practicing digital photography, exchanging music and video, and listening 

to FM radio, most of which have since become widely possible among urban youth 

in Botswana since the advent of smartphones.  

In addition, the collective viewpoint of college and university student 

participants during the study was that the mobile phone is a “smart digital device”, 

which is useful for undertaking what in their terms they consider, “smart digital 

uses”. This is illustrated in the following extracts from follow-up interviews 

conducted with student participants from three different colleges in Botswana: 

 

My mobile is a complete smart technology. It comprises of various forms 

of ICTs. It has camera, Internet, calculator, music and audio player. In a 

way everyone who owns a smartphone is a photographer, can play music 

and video, and access the Internet (Ona, 23, female, IHS-Francistown, 

04/12/2012). 

 

A mobile phone is a smart technology. I use it to access mobile Internet 

during research, connect with other students for assignments and set 

alarms to wake myself up in the mornings (Nay, 22, male, UB-Gaborone, 

26/11/2012). 
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Mine is a smart device, useful for smart use. For instance, when I don’t 

want to borrow a library book, I use a camera on my mobile to snapshot 

important pages that I can read later. I also use it set reminders for 

special appointments with other students (Pako, 22, male, GIPS-

Francistown, 12/01/2013). 

 

The above views shared by student participants indicate that college and university 

students in Botswana have constructed meanings for smartphone handsets, and that 

these are associated with the specific importance of the devices in their lives. The 

exceptional consumption of smartphones in this regard includes: using calculators on 

the devices to complete assignments; browsing mobile Internet on their phones to 

research for information as part of their studies; using note pad applications on the 

mobile phones to take notes during class, using camera phones to capture library 

material for reading later; and using alarm and watches on the mobile phone handsets 

to keep an eye on the time and set reminders for important group study meetings. 

 

8.4 Symbolic portrayals of the mobile phone among youth 

One other way of understanding the symbolic meanings of mobile phones among 

urban youth in Botswana is by consideration of the collective reasoning through 

which users value the devices and construct fundamental meanings relating to their 

applicability in their lives. Campbell (2007) suggests that while using a new 

technology, young people also construct and attach symbolic meanings to it. These 

meanings form the basis of the conceptual ways through which the new technology 
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is easily recognisable to both the users and potential users. In addition, such 

meanings foster users and non-users to make decisive choices as to whether or not to 

adopt the mobile phone, and also to strategically develop ways that they could 

significantly put their devices to good use in their local contexts.  

A closer look into the findings of this study (and also taking into account 

themes and issues discussed by participants in the previous three chapters) reveals 

that from the standpoint of both young people and their parents in Botswana, mobile 

phones have been assigned three locally constructed metaphoric portrayals and 

interpretations that fit the unique consumptions of the devices in their lives. Firstly, 

young people considered that the device symbolised some form of “communication 

power”. Whether loaded with airtime or not, if fully charged the mobile phone 

guaranteed users diverse ways to link up and connect with other users. Secondly, 

young people personified the mobile phone as a “perfect companion”. As a result, 

they made sure they carried it around with them all the time, and in turn, it has 

become ubiquitous in their lives. Thirdly, young people and their parents concurred 

that the mobile phone is an ‘umbilical cord’ through which parents connected with 

their children and parent them remotely. These viewpoints are discussed further in 

the next three sub-sections. 

 

8.4.1 The mobile phone as symbol for “communication power”  

While undertaking fieldwork as part of this study in Botswana, one of my colleagues 

at the University of Botswana accommodated me and we shared an office space 

together. I would go to the office regularly on weekdays in the mornings before I met 

with most of the study participants who were based in Gaborone. My intention was 
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to use the office computer to type field notes, check emails and prepare for all the 

fieldwork that I would conduct on particular days. One Thursday afternoon I was 

alone in the office replying to emails when I was interrupted by a knock on the door. 

A teenage boy entered the office and enquired about the whereabouts of my 

colleague. Apparently he was my colleague’s young brother. Consider below an 

extract from my conversation with him: 

 

 Wil:  Can I help you? 

 Boy:   Looking surprised, he answered: I am looking for Abby, is this 

not his office? 

Wil: Oh yes it is. He left about half an hour ago.  

Boy:  Do you know where he went and when he will be back? He 

asked expectantly. 

Wil:  Not certain, probably he left campus because his car is not 

where he usually parks it. Why don’t you call him on his 

mobile?  

Boy: He looked at me intently, then quizzed again: Do you have sms 

power? 

Wil: No. I replied him immediately, even though I did not know what  

‘sms power’ meant. 

 

The teenage boy left the office immediately, leaving me wondering what ‘sms 

power’ could mean. As I assumed that ‘sms power’ might in someway be connected 
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to the consumption of the mobile phone, I decided to take note of the phrase so that I 

could enquire further about its meaning from my study participants.  

 When asked to clarify ‘sms power’ for me, the young people who participated 

in the study concurred that it is the way in which youth in Botswana indicate the 

financial capacity to send a text message. In fact, the phrase “sms power” is 

conceived from the notion that in their context, many young people in Botswana 

come from poor families and consequently do not have the means to sustain 

continuous mobile phone use. The little stipend that student participants in the study 

mentioned that they receive from their academic sponsor is inadequate for most of 

them to maintain mobile phone consumption. Nonetheless, because sms is the most 

inexpensive way for them to communicate with other users, most of the young 

people in the study agreed that they usually try by all means to reserve a little amount 

of airtime on their mobile phones specifically for use to send text messages. This 

offers them the opportunity to connect and contact other mobile phones users during 

emergencies and desperate situations. Thus, ‘sms power’ is their local conception to 

suggest that an individual has reserved a little amount of airtime on their mobile 

phones for use to send sms.  

 Nevertheless, a much broader phrase that portrays the significance of the 

mobile phone for facilitating personal communication on mobile phones through 

various means such as text messaging, emails, chats and voice calls is 

“communication power”. Essentially, the consumption of the mobile phone among 

young people in Botswana and why it has gained a symbolic depiction of 

“communication power” can be explained in two ways. The first and most general 

meaning, as noted above, suggests the importance of the device to facilitate mobile 
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communication between young people and other mobile phones users, such as 

through exchanging emails, text messages and chat messages on social networks, and 

making and receiving voice calls. Below are extracts from follow-up interviews with 

young people who were asked to explain ‘communication power’ as a symbolic 

meaning of the mobile phone: 

 

My mobile is the most significant device that is useful to contact and 

connect with my parents, friends and classmates through voice calls, sms 

and social networks. Sometimes I use it to send quicker email replies 

(Mpho, 20, female, UB-Gaborone, 20/11/2012). 

 

With my mobile phone in hand, my ability to contact or connect with 

other users is certain. It outshines a letter, landline telephone or travels 

which are either time consuming or expensive forms of communications 

(Feza, 24, female, BTV-Gaborone, 16/11/2012). 

 

My mobile phone represents a very powerful device for all round 

communication. I use it to exchange sms and emails, make and receive 

voice calls and participate in social networks (Joel, 25, male, 

Francistown, 02/12/2012). 

 

As demonstrated above, the mobile phone device can facilitate mobile 

communication between two individuals, and this can involve both initiating and 

participating in voice calls, emails, sms and chats. In fact, in their local experiences, 
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young people in Botswana view the mobile phone as a powerful device that offers 

connection with other people, regardless of whether the device has airtime or not. 

For instance, the mobile phone without airtime is still considerably useful since a 

user can still participate in mobile communication by receiving calls, sending call-

back messages, paging and engaging on mobile social networks such as 0.Facebook 

and WhatsApp. This underscores the viewpoints of Katz and Aakhus (2001) that 

mobile phones are considered for their value as a means of connecting users. 

According to the participants in the study, the advantages of the mobile phone as a 

‘communication power’, is that compared to other forms of communication such as 

surface mail, facsimile, computer based emails, landline telephone and visits, the 

device is the most effective tool for use in quickly, easily and inexpensively 

facilitating contact and connection with other people. In view of this, the participants 

in the study raised concerns that surface mail, facsimile and landline telephone are 

generally conventional and always delayed, and that sending emails through 

broadband Internet is demanding as they would require the use of additional tools 

like computers, which in their own views, are considered expensive. Moreover, visits 

and travels are costly for urban youth in Botswana to undertake frequently, as many 

of them live far away from their families and relatives during times when they take 

up new livelihoods in towns and large villages.  

 The second meaning of the mobile phone as ‘communication power’ relates 

to its effectiveness for use by young people in Botswana to facilitate personal 

communication, especially in situations when an individual is shy or afraid to engage 

in face-to-face communication with a parent, guardian or intimate partner. In 

particular, the young people who participated in the study considered the mobile 
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phone as the most effective tool to undertake a much deeper level of dialogue, or 

private and personal conversation, with their parents, adult relatives and sometimes 

intimate partners without involving face-to-face interaction. Consider below the 

follow-up interview responses of young people during which I asked them to 

elaborate on the effectiveness of the mobile phone in this regard: 

 

My phone mobile has been useful to me during the time I asked out my 

girlfriend. In fact, before our intimate relationship started, I was always 

shy to approach her and talk to her face-to-face for a relationship with 

me. I felt that she had an intimidating personality. But as I was really 

attracted to her, I ended up finding solace in my mobile. I used to call 

and send her text messages to express my intentions to her (Pako, 22, 

male, GIPS-Francistown, 12/01/2013). 

 

I always feel comfortable to use my mobile to share information about 

my personal life, such as my relationship with my boyfriend, or my 

performance at school with my mother. For now I am still not confident 

to do this face-to-face (Naledi, 19, female, IHS-Gaborone, 04/12/2012).  

 

Two years ago, after I realised that my boyfriend cheated on me with 

another girl, I was angry with him and contemplated on breaking up our 

relationship. I was very devastated at this to an extent that for about a 

month I refused to meet up and talk to him. However, he persistently 

kept sending me text messages to apologise for his behaviours. In those 



	   247	  

messages, he would also express to me how he loved me and promised 

me that he would never cheat me again. To be honest, he won me back 

with his re-assuring text messages of love, and ever since, we have been 

together (Dineo, 25, female, Francistown, 05/12/2012).    

 

Some parents of the youth participants in this study also spoke of the exclusiveness 

of the mobile phone for use in this manner, citing that it helped them to successfully 

approach their children and nieces to openly talk to them about very private and 

important matters that concerned them such as relationships, the need to maintain 

good personal behaviour and to always work hard in their studies. The parents also 

praised the mobile phone for its important use in facilitating non face-to-face 

communication with their children. Thus, as one of the parents observed during an 

interview: 

 

The mobile is the main important tool that helps us as parents to facilitate 

private conversations with our children and nieces. Nowadays our 

children can use the device to approach us and talk to us on important 

issues that they are nervous to share with us face-to-face (MmaThebe, 

68, female, Gaborone, 10/10/2012). 

 

 Undoubtedly, both the responses of the youth and their parents regarding the 

portrayal of the mobile phone as ‘communication power’, suggest a collective notion 

in the way the mobile phone is defined and consumed in the context of youth in 

Botswana. Traditionally, it has been difficult for young people in Botswana to openly 
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share matters about their private lives face-to-face with their parents and guardians. 

Instead, the uncles and aunts were tasked with the responsibilities of getting close to 

their nephews and nieces so that they could open-up to each other during times when 

they wanted to share and discuss private and social issues, and matters of adulthood. 

Expectations were that during these discussions, adolescents would develop strong 

trust and affection towards their uncles and aunts, and would openly share with them 

feelings and information about their own social problems and life challenges. Also, 

due to the accustomed difficulty of talking face-to-face with their parents, 

adolescents would ask their closely related uncles and aunts for favours to relay any 

private information, such as their involvement in intimate relationships and/or 

pregnancy, to their parents. Although these relatives were also adults like their 

parents, the adolescents usually preferred to associate with those who fell into similar 

age categories with them, or those who were younger than their parents. This was 

feasible since during those times most Tswana clans consisted of extended families.  

 However, nowadays, many of the adolescents are raised in nuclear families, 

and because of this they are no longer closely related to their uncles and aunts, as 

was previously the case. As a result, some of these practices of involving uncles and 

aunts have changed, yet, as part of their development and transition into adulthood 

youth continue to face the same social problems and life challenges. My study has 

revealed that to some extent, mobile phones have become significantly useful to 

close the gap left by declining contact with uncles and aunts and other close, non-

parental relatives, with some young people noting how they used the device to 

facilitate private and personal communication between them and their parents that 

they did not feel able to conduct face to face. In fact, a specific example from the 
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study, which emphasises the worth of the mobile phone in this regard, came out 

during an interview with Mr Ngele, a lecturer at IHS Francistown. Thus, he 

mentioned: 

 

My daughter could not tell us [her parents] face-to-face that she has a 

boyfriend when she visited us in Francistown during her school holidays. 

Instead, she waited for her return to university back in Gaborone and 

then sent her mother a text message and requested her to be the one to 

break the news to me. I understand how difficult it is for her to openly 

discuss such issues with us parents considering that during our time we 

also found it extremely difficult to openly talk to our parents on similar 

issues. But they are lucky today, as they can use mobile phones (Ngele, 

65, male, Francistown, 03/12/2012). 

 

 Moreover, the portrayal of the mobile phone as ‘communication power’ is 

associated with its ubiquity, portability and mobility. Young people in the study 

acknowledged they always carry a mobile phone device with them, knowing that in 

so doing, they are connected with other people, and their capacity to communicate 

with anyone at any time is possible. With the mobile phone in hand young people 

could call, sms, email, and chat with other users anywhere and at any time. As 

‘communication power’, the mobile phone enables them to easily undertake 

important aspects of their livelihoods without having to worry about travelling to 

stay in contact with their parents and visit their friends. Also, in the mobile phone, 

young people in Botswana have a device that provides them with a convenient way 
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to share information with their parents without having to travel and talk to them face-

to-face.     

 

8.4.2 The mobile phone as a “perfect companion” 

Expressly, the participants in the study mentioned that wherever they travel they 

always carry the mobile phone with them, and that the device in hand represents a 

“perfect companion”. By this, they mean that although other people may be far away 

from them the mobile phone guarantees these people are in fact only a phone call 

away. In addition, the device keeps them occupied when they are bored and needing 

the company of their friends, offering them to opportunity to play music, listen FM 

radio and play mobile games. As is the case with the other symbolic meanings of the 

mobile phone discussed in this chapter, this personified meaning is also related to the 

ubiquity and mobility of the device, as projected from the perspectives of urban 

youth in Botswana. Below is an extract from a focus group discussion during which I 

asked young people in Francistown to explain to me why they portray the mobile 

phone as a “perfect companion”: 

 

Sammy: Once I started owning a mobile phone, I always carry it with 

me wherever I go. I never leave it at home, and to make sure 

that it is functional during the day if I am away from home, I 

fully charge its battery and load it with airtime.  

Abby: With my mobile I never get bored. When I find myself alone 

at home, or anywhere I may be, I use it to play music, games, 

FM radio or video. In fact, most of the times when I am not 
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with my close friends, it offers a good replacement in their 

place. 

Tau: My mobile is a security device. As long as I have it with me, 

even if I am alone in the house, I somehow feel safe and 

secure, knowing that if anyone attacks me, my family and the 

police are just a phone call away.  

 

As illustrated above, the depiction of the mobile phone as a “perfect 

companion” suggests its significance at times when young people in Botswana find 

themselves alone, apprehensive and needing the company of other people. To a 

greater extent, its significance in this regard is associated with the challenges of 

anxiety, due to local crimes, and the loneliness and boredom often experienced by 

young people following rural to urban migration. As I noted in Chapter 5, the 

prevalent practices of migration between rural and urban places for youth in 

Botswana leave some young people feeling lonely and vulnerable as they are 

separated from their families, relatives and friends. During their stay in the larger 

towns, urban youth sometimes live alone in houses, or share accommodation with 

strangers whom they must get to know. Furthermore, towns in Botswana have high 

incidences of socio-economic crime, notably robbers breaking into houses during the 

night especially when they suspect that the occupants in the houses are either asleep, 

or are away from home (Akpabio, 2011; Johnson, 2006; Mbaiwa, 2005). Indeed, if 

the occupants of a house are woken up by any suspicious noise in the middle of the 

night, they quickly use their mobile phones to call for help from other people and the 

police. In a related incident Tapela (24), reported in her diary that on the night of 10 
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December 2012, she called both her brother and the police who quickly came to her 

rescue from robbers who nearly broke into her house: 

  

 2210 I disconnected my mobile from the charger, satisfied that 

it was fully charged. 

2212 I called my mother who stays in Mogapi (remote village), 

and also exchanged a quick sms with my brother who 

stayed in the Village flats next to Riverwalk mall. 

 2220  I checked the time on my mobile and went to sleep. I 

locked its keypad and put it under the pillow.  

 2325 I got woken when I heard the noise of people trying to 

break-in to my house.  

 2327 I immediately dialled my brother [who was at the Village] 

and the nearby police station, telling them that I was being 

attacked. 

 2330  The robbers fled once they realized that I was awake. 

 

During the follow-up interview with Tapela, she explained to me that at the time of 

the incident she stayed alone in a rented cottage in Gaborone West Phase 2. For 

Tapela and other young people in Botswana, their practice of always carrying the 

mobile phone with them wherever they travel, as well as hiding it next to them under 

the pillow when they go to sleep at night, provides a sense of how this quality of the 

mobile phone is interpreted by Botswana youth in response to local circumstances, 

and in particular, the local levels of threat and danger they perceive. As Tapela 
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conceded, the mobile phone provides for her an assurance that her family, friends 

and the police are a mobile phone call away, especially in instances when she faces 

the danger of being attacked at night. In her account, Tapela explained to me that the 

robbers fled because they knew she was awake. Perhaps also, although it would have 

taken both Tapela’s bother and the police a little longer to arrive at her house, her 

talking on the phone triggered the robbers to also think that there was more than one 

person in the house. 

Another reason young people in Botswana consider the mobile phone as a 

“perfect companion” is that although some of them make new connections when they 

inhabit the towns and large villages, they would also loose old connections with their 

former friends whom they have left behind at their home villages. Usually, this 

happens due to several factors. For instance, it is sometimes difficult to maintain 

friendship connections, as some of their village friends do not have mobile phones 

due to a lack of income. Also, once urban youth separate from their friends who live 

in small villages for many years, they eventually lose contact with them. However, as 

some of the participants in the study indicated, the problem arises when they travel 

back to their home villages to visit their families and relatives during school 

vacations and public holidays. Inconveniently, because during these times they no 

longer have networks with former village friends, and it would be costly for them to 

continuously contact their new connections in towns, they are faced with the 

challenge of boredom. Clearly then, the mobile phone becomes a “perfect 

companion” for them as it is significantly useful as a means through which they are 

able to keep themselves occupied. As was the case with Abby (28), who participated 

in the focus group interview, the consumption of the mobile phone in this manner 
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was meant to replace close friends whenever he needed company and, due to a lack 

of money to buy airtime, could not connect with his friends. Also, other participants 

in the study felt that using additional features of the mobile phone to entertain 

themselves gave them a strong satisfaction of feeling occupied. For other young 

people in Botswana, playing FM radio on the mobile phone reminds them about the 

ambience of the city, as their thoughts are often virtually displaced from where they 

are, to city life. This was articulated during focus group interviews with some 

participants in Francistown: 

 

 Listening to FM radio on my mobile doesn’t only keep me occupied 

when I’m at my home in Mookane [a rural village], but also reminds me 

of the ambience of Gaborone (Puni, 25, female, IHS-Francistown, 

12/01/2013).  

 

 Once I started experiencing urban lifestyle, I had difficulties re-adjusting 

to rural life every time I visited my family back home in Ranaka [a rural 

village]. As a result, I would listen to Yarona FM on my mobile as doing 

so takes my thoughts back to Gaborone where I spend most of my spare 

time listening to this station (Tebo, 20, male, Francistown, 12/01/2013). 

 

Moreover, the other participants in the study also explained that they play 

games and music on their mobile phones in situations when they cannot easily get to 

sleep at night and when travelling on buses for long distances between the towns 

where they live and their home villages. The participants in this study cited that the 
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use of the mobile phone device in this regard allowed them to easily displace their 

thoughts and anxieties about the long journeys they embarked on. This underscores 

the general effectiveness of the mobile phone for use as an mp3 player in mass 

transit spaces (Lesitaokana, 2012). 

Another more specific elaboration with regard to youth symbolic portrayal of 

the mobile phone as a “perfect companion” also came up during a follow-up 

interview with Feza (24, BTV employee) when she mentioned: 

 

Even though it is just a digital device, it represents a resourceful 

associate. Whatever I do on my mobile, it’s as if I interact with another 

person. For instance, when I use my mobile to surf for information it is as 

if I am asking a friend a question, when I use Google maps on my mobile 

it is as if I am asking another person for directions. The same applies 

when I use its watch, calculator, store information and set reminders for 

appointments (Feza, 24, female, BTV-Gaborone, 16/11/2012).  

 

However, while also considering the mobile phone as a “perfect companion”, other 

young people in the study also claimed that carrying the device with them all the 

time compelled them to use it continuously, as they used it many times during the 

day. This is costly for them since whenever they want to make long mobile phone 

calls or spend more time chatting on social networks, they are forced to buy a lot of 

airtime. On the other hand, some parents of the participants in the study were also 

concerned that as part of their interactive relationship with the device, young people 

spend time on the devices even when other people are present around them, causing 
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them to be anti-social. Nevertheless, in response to the concerns raised by their 

parents, some of the young people who participated in this study mentioned that 

often they are forced to find solace in their mobile phones since first, they are not 

used to getting into longer conversations with their parents and second, in the 

Setswana tradition they are not expected to take part in any conversation with adults 

unless the adults themselves invite them to participate. Consider the following 

viewpoints from two participants during follow-up interviews with them:  

 

My parents raised me up in such a way that I should never participate in 

other people’s conversations. Whenever I am home and I find my parents 

chatting, I will engage in text message conversation with my friends as a 

way to prove my disinterest in their conversation (Letta, 21, female, UB-

Gaborone, 23/10/2012). 

 

Yah, I always use my mobile phone a lot when I am home, but I pay 

attention to my parents whenever they talk to me. It’s just that sometimes 

it’s difficult to respond immediately when being called because I would 

not want to stop typing an sms, or stop a mobile game half way (Abel, 

19, male, IHS-Gaborone, 21/10/2012).   

 

As highlighted in the extracts above, the practice in Tswana custom has been that 

young people are prohibited from listening to a conversation between other people, 

especially adults. In fact, it is considered that whenever a young person hears adults 

talking, he or she should not get involved in their conversation as doing so shows a 
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lack of respect for the people involved in the conversation. Therefore, as a sign of 

showing respect to adults, many young people in Botswana try at all costs to ignore 

any form of conversation between adults regardless of their interests in the topic 

being discussed, unless the adult is the one who asks them to participate. As 

evidenced in Letta’s viewpoint above, since the advent of mobile phones, many 

young people in Botswana have found solace in the devices, such that they make 

attempts to interact with the device as a sign that they are indeed ignoring any 

dialogue taking place between adults in their company. 	  

	  

8.4.3 The mobile phone as an “umbilical cord” 

One significant description of the mobile phone among youth in Botswana, which 

came out specifically from the perspective of the parents of the participants during 

the study, is that the mobile phone represents an artefact that links young people with 

their parents or guardians. In particular, Mr Ngele (65), a Science lecturer at IHS 

Francistown, articulated this view during an interview I conducted with him when he 

observed, “I regard it [the mobile phone] as an umbilical cord that attaches my 

daughter to us [him and his wife]”. By this he was referring to the significance of the 

mobile phone for parenting, such as young people using the device to link up with 

their parents, and likewise parents using the device to connect with their children. 

Probing him further for clarification on this, Mr Ngele went on to explain: 

   

It was only when my daughter went to live independently from us, during 

the time when she went to study at UB in Gaborone that we felt the need 

to establish a continuous connection with her through the mobile phone. 
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Our concern was that she had never stayed independently from us since 

her childhood. She has always depended on us for everything. We took 

care of her and gave her everything she needed. Even when she was ill 

we were always there for her (Ngele, 65, male, Francistown, 

03/12/2012). 

 

To Mr Ngele’s satisfaction, the mobile phone proved highly important in enabling 

him to maintain a connection with his daughter who was to start a new life in a 

different city, living independently from them for the first time.  

Also, as confirmation of her father’s symbolic portrayal of the significance of 

the mobile phone in this regard, Mpho (20) expressed that during her stay in 

Gaborone as part of her studies, she frequently contacted and connected with her 

parents in Francistown asking them for support with money for toiletries and 

transportation, and informing them of her well-being. Although this symbolic 

meaning was exclusively expressed by Mr Ngele, and was never specifically 

mentioned by other participants in the study, some of findings in this study also 

relate to the relationship between parents and their children, thus, underscoring this 

symbolic portrayal of the mobile phone. For instance, the other related experiences 

through which the mobile phone could be portrayed as an umbilical cord in the 

context of youth in Botswana include its use by young adult mothers when they link 

up with their babies at kindergarten and at home, while they themselves spend time 

at work during the day. Particularly for these adult females, and possibly many 

others like them in Botswana, the mobile phone offers a significant link through 

which they can remotely parent their babies. This metaphor of an umbilical cord 
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reveals how significant it is for parents in Botswana to use the mobile phone as a 

communication support to nurture their children.  

As with the symbolic meaning of ‘communication power’, the portrayal of 

the mobile phone as an ‘umbilical cord’ is also connected with its ubiquity and 

mobility. For instance, young people in the study acknowledged they always carry 

the devices with them, knowing that in so doing, they are connected with their 

parents, and that their capacity to communicate with them at any time is assured. As 

young people in this study also explained, the significance of the device as an 

‘umbilical cord’ is that it provides for them the opportunity to remotely undertake 

important aspects of their lives away from their parents, knowing full well that they 

can still contact them for assistance on life challenges that they face. Particularly, 

young people in Botswana who study in colleges and university and do not stay with 

their parents can always use mobile phones to request money for toiletries, seek for 

advice and check on the well-being of their parents. Also, with mobile phones young 

people do not have to worry about frequently travelling to meet their parents for 

personal assistance. As mobile phones nurture connection between young people and 

their parents, the devices are also useful to facilitate mobile phone banking, and E-

wallet services, during monetary transactions between parents and their children. For 

the young people in workplaces, they also do not have to travel to their parents all 

the time to send money, but can do so through E-wallet or mobile banking services. 

 

8.5 Conclusion 

The closer examination into the research findings presented in this chapter has 

revealed that from the standpoint of both young people and their parents in 
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Botswana, the symbolic meanings constructed around mobile phones between users 

and non-users have changed over time. Generally, this information helps us in two 

ways: First, it provides a nuanced picture of the level of acceptance of the mobile 

phone among youth in Botswana, and second it illustrates the degree to which the 

relationship between the device and local youth has changed over time. The findings 

of my study also indicate that there are distinctions as to the ways the mobile phone 

was imagined by users and non-users from the period between 1998 and 2005, and 

thereafter when smart phones were popularly used in Botswana. For instance, the 

symbolic meanings of the devices when mobile telephony was introduced in 

Botswana, as accounted for by the parents, reveal that generally, the device was 

regarded as a simple and irrelevant artefact, whereas nowadays, young people 

celebrate its significance as an ubiquitous personal device. This shows that before the 

potential users of the mobile phone in Botswana comprehended the relevance of the 

mobile phone in their lives, they regarded it as a useless device, as it was expensive 

for most of them.  

As I noted above, the viewpoints of the parents of the participants featured in 

this section are important in terms of revealing to us how the people in Botswana 

imagined mobile phones from 1998 through subsequent years when many of the 

young people who participated in this study were still young. When uptake of mobile 

phone ownership increased in Botswana, and many people started to use the devices 

for communication, users constructed a localised description for mobile phones, first 

likening it to the landline telephone and later ascribing for it a local name that 

expresses its importance and unique use in their lives. Once the use of mobile phones 

in Botswana expanded from merely communication to include other important 
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functions, such as emailing, social networking and games, users constructed more 

symbolic meanings to describe and differentiate various handset devices with labels 

such as sedilame for basic handsets, and smart phone devices that are relevant for 

smart use. Furthermore, the significance of the mobile phone, and the way it is used 

by young people and their parents in Botswana has resulted in the device being 

metaphorically symbolised as 'communication power', a 'perfect companion' and an 

'umbilical cord'. These findings add weight to the argument that, in each society, 

people construct local meanings for mobile phones in ways that express their 

tradition, as well as their knowledge and experiences about the device in their 

specific local contexts. 

 In the next chapter, I offer a further examination of the findings to identify 

and discuss the key issues and theoretical implications arising from this study, as 

well as putting forward recommendations for future research. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	   262	  

Chapter 9 General discussions 

9.1 Introduction 

During the course of this chapter I offer further examination of the findings of this 

ethnographic study of mobile phone adoption, consumption and meanings among 

urban youth in Botswana. The essential purpose of this, the concluding chapter of the 

thesis, is to highlight the key issues that have emerged from this study and their 

contribution to knowledge in relation to research on mobile phone technology and 

the broader field of media and communications scholarship. In doing so, the chapter 

will explicate and address the research questions, the aims, the significances, and this 

study’s contributions to the academic literature. In addition, I extend the focus of this 

discussion by examining the implications of the findings of this study for the theories 

of Domestication and Apparatgeist. In the final part of the chapter I consider the 

limitations of the study and recommend ways of extending its scope in future 

research, before going on to offer some concluding remarks. 

 

9.2 Interpretation of the findings 

The purpose of this study has been to investigate the adoption, consumption and 

symbolic meanings of mobile phones in the context of urban youth in Botswana. 

Although mobile phones have unquestionably become one of the most popular 

communication technologies among youth the world over, this study has 

demonstrated that the ways young people in various societies adopt and consume the 

devices differ. In particular, interviews with young people, representatives of local 

operators and government officials in Botswana provided evidence that due to the 

Botswana Government’s significant efforts to diffuse and structurally position the 
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mobile telephony sector in Botswana, many local people including youth have 

acquired mobile phones for themselves. The motivations for mobile phone adoption 

and consumption among youth in Botswana included the need to contact and connect 

with other users, especially their families, relatives, friends and colleagues, as 

prescribed in the Setswana culture, and perceived usefulness of the devices in their 

daily routines.  Income also plays a role during acquisition of mobile phone handsets 

and consumption of mobile communication services among youth in Botswana. 

Accordingly, the mobile phone remains indispensable among urban youth in 

Botswana, as they carry the device around and use it in the household, college and 

workplace settings.  

The non-participant observations and follow-up interviews with young people 

in the study showed that the mobile phone fits into their urban livelihoods very well. 

Specifically, the participants in this study were found to use mobile phones to re-

inscribe their traditional lifestyles, bridge the digital divide and improve their socio-

economic livelihoods. This study has revealed that the devices offer young people in 

Botswana opportunities to nurture social bonds with families, relatives and friends 

and access to social services. Moreover, as noted in an earlier chapter, access to a 

number of the social services in Botswana are offered locally through mobile 

communication by various Government departments and the commercial sector. 

Furthermore, through the consumption practices associated with it, the mobile phone 

has influenced the cultural practices of youth in Botswana such that it has challenged 

the Setswana values and principles and brought local youth into contact with global 

youth practices. Some of these practices include using smartphone handsets to 

articulate personal status and using colourful mobile phones and mobile phone 
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accessories to express fashion styles. This study has also evidenced that during 

mobile phone adoption and consumption, young people in Botswana continue to 

collectively ascribe mobile phones with various symbolic names and meanings that 

culturally epitomise the functionality of the devices in their lives. Indeed, some of 

the symbolic meanings ascribed to mobile phones by local youth in Botswana are a 

result of their local experiences and local knowledge about the device in their local, 

everyday contexts. 

A further examination into the findings of this research indicates three key 

issues associated with the interactive relationship between urban youth and mobile 

phones in the Botswana context. First, although some of the data from this study are 

comparable to those reported in similar studies conducted elsewhere, this study also 

yielded more distinctive findings that relate specifically to the way that the mobile 

phone is used and understood by young people in Botswana. As I demonstrate 

below, these unique findings add a new dimension to the already existing literature. 

The second key issue is that the findings in this study present Botswana as evidence 

to show the pertinence of the role of governments to facilitate the adoption and 

consumption of mobile phones among its citizens. Third, mobile phone adoption and 

consumption are among the dominant practices through which urban youth in 

Botswana embody their cultural experiences. These issues are discussed further in 

the following sub-sections. 
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9.2.1 Cross-comparison of the findings to the global literature about mobile 

phone adoption and consumption among youth 

During the course of this study I have been concerned with contributing to the 

existing literature regarding the interactive relationship between youth and mobile 

phones. Generally the findings of this study have revealed that there are similarities 

and differences in the way that urban youth in Botswana, and their counterparts in 

other countries, adopt and consume mobile phones. For instance, the key factors 

which have facilitated the adoption and consumption of mobile phones among youth 

in Botswana, such as users’ access to mobile phone handsets, availability of 

electricity, choice of network, and network signals, are comparable to the findings 

from other studies which have been conducted in middle and low-income countries 

such as Burkina Faso (Hahn & Kibora, 2008) and South Africa (van Biljon & Kotze', 

2008). Nevertheless, issues such as the sharing of a mobile phone handset in a 

household, and searching of network signals by climbing trees and hills, as reported 

in studies conducted in Sub-Saharan Africa, including Burkina Faso (Hahn & 

Kibora, 2008) and Rwanda (Donner, 2005), were not revealed in this study. Perhaps 

this is because this research was conducted in urban settings, where most households 

are small and network signals are generally adequate. In particular, this study has 

demonstrated that youth in Botswana have other arrangements in order to be able to 

acquire mobile phones as accessories they require as significantly important to their 

lifestyles. For instance, the adoption of the devices among them starts mainly when 

they have an income. Also, as part of mobile phone appropriation in their lives, 

young people in Botswana who do not have electricity in their dwelling have made it 

a habit to charge their mobile phone handsets at workplaces, colleges or from 
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neighbours’ houses. In addition, other young people have taken advantage of the 

growth of mobile telephony in Botswana and opened micro businesses for 

themselves in the form of street vendors to sell airtime and charge mobile phone 

batteries for a fee. 

Analogous to the practices of youth in the global North countries, such as the 

Netherlands (Peters & Allouch, 2005), the UK (Davie et al., 2004), Australia (Carroll 

et al., 2003), Italy and the USA (Pagani, 2004) and Singapore (Teo & Pok, 2003), 

mobile phone adoption and consumption among youth in Botswana has been 

influenced by personal and demographic factors such as the perceived usefulness and 

attractiveness of mobile phone handsets, income and gender. However, in the case of 

Botswana youth, this study indicated that the need for connectedness and income 

were the most predominant factors related to mobile phone adoption, whereas factors 

such as perceived usefulness and attractiveness of the device, gender and brand of 

handset were secondary; as these were only considered during continuous adoption, 

particularly after a young person has already owned his or her first mobile phone 

handset and considered changing to a different one. 

In particular, income as a key factor for mobile phone adoption among youth 

in Botswana was considered crucial on three grounds. First, income was instrumental 

when many young people acquired their first mobile phone. In view of this, some 

participants in the study stated in their diaries and mentioned during interviews that 

they started to acquire the mobile phones after receiving a stipend from MoESD as 

their academic sponsor. Second, although many of the participants suggested that 

they would have loved to subscribe to post-paid contracts, their low incomes 

subjected them to stay with prepaid subscriptions. The third point, which also relates 
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to prepaid subscription, is that income was relevant to the continuous use of the 

device. In view of this, most of the participants mentioned during the study that they 

were required to frequently load their handsets with airtime both to use for mobile 

communication and to avoid the risk of losing connection within the local network 

that they subscribed to. 

In addition, and as is the case with other young people in some developing 

countries such as Ghana (Sey, 2011), South Africa (Kreutzer, 2009), India (Biancini, 

2011; Watkins et al., 2012), and Pakistan (Ahmed & Qazi, 2011), the challenges of 

poverty and the digital divide have led urban youth in Botswana to depend mainly on 

mobile phones to access mobile Internet and camera phones. Although the use of 

mobile phones to contact and connect with other people, access mobile Internet and 

access camera phones are global trends, this study argues that the contexts in which 

young people in different regions conduct these practices differ. For instance, the 

relevance of the mobile phone for connectedness in Botswana is mainly due to the 

challenge of rural urban migration, and the need to espouse the Setswana principles 

of continuously contacting families, relatives and close associates. Also, due to the 

challenge of poverty, most of the participants in the study concurred that the camera 

phones were good substitutes for digital cameras, which they had not purchased 

because of their low incomes. Moreover, due to limited Internet access in all regions 

of Botswana, mobile phones offer young people the convenience of accessing mobile 

Internet. However, the participants concurred that mobile Internet in Botswana is 

somewhat costly. 

Although through their theory of Apparatgeist Katz and Aakhus proposed 

that social contexts and folklores are some of the principles through which mobile 



	   268	  

phones are given meanings in various societies (Katz & Aakhus, 2001), so far there 

is a dearth of literature on youth and mobile phones focusing specifically on these 

principles. This study has attempted to close this gap through providing evidence of 

the unique symbolic labels and significances of mobile phones among youth in 

Botswana and their specific connection to local tradition and local knowledge. 

Significantly then, the adoption, consumption and meanings of mobile phones in 

each society are associated with the traditional lifestyles, local experiences and 

socio-economic circumstances in which these devices are appropriated.  

 

9.2.2 Botswana as a part of the global village 

Undoubtedly, the findings of this study regarding the factors that facilitate the uptake 

of mobile phones in Botswana endorse the viewpoints of Donner (2008) who 

proposed that it is the responsibility of governments in developing countries to 

ensure that mobile telephony is successfully diffused and positioned for the benefit 

of the citizens in their countries. The semi-structured interviews with officials in the 

mobile telephony sector revealed that Botswana has almost successfully diffused 

mobile telephony countrywide and that, through its achievements in this regard, high 

uptake of mobile phones has been realised among its citizens, including youth. 

Specifically, the significant accomplishments by the Botswana Government under 

MTC, BOCRA and DTPS has involved accelerating the spread of mobile telephony 

countrywide; introducing viable reforms to liberalise network operators; structurally 

positioning the mobile telephony sector; monitoring the competition between the 

local operators and ensuring that the sector operates efficiently; and installing 

adequate technologies that have facilitated the spread of mobile communication in 
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many towns and some villages countrywide. Indeed, some of these accomplishments 

are analogous to those that have taken place in other developing countries, such as 

Vietnam (Hwang et al., 2009), Colombia (Gamboa & Otero, 2009), Taiwan, El 

Salvador and Jamaica (James, 2012). Moreover, although mobile telephony started 

off slowly in Botswana, the high uptake of mobile communication by citizens, 

including youth, which took place after the government liberalised the sector in 

2005, demonstrated the pertinence of introducing comprehensive reforms in the 

sector, as suggested elsewhere by Fink et al. (2003) and Rouvinen (2006). As has 

been evidenced in this study, the Botswana Government, local commercial 

businesses and the local operators have also facilitated mobile phone adoption 

among young people by introducing mobile services such as mobile money, mobile 

Internet and mobile communication, all of which are accessible on smart phone 

devices. Generally, once mobile phones, including mobile communication signal 

became widely accessible, young people in Botswana started to adopt the devices, as 

they considered that these devices were significantly relevant in their lives. Indeed, 

through its achievements Botswana forms a part of the global village in the way 

mobile telephony has been structurally positioned and diffused countrywide, and its 

citizens, including youth, have domesticated mobile phones and, more significantly, 

have put them to use in various ways. Perhaps, considering what Kaba et al. (2009) 

suggested about the need for applicable information to plan and address the 

appropriation of mobile telephony in developing countries, these significant 

achievements by Botswana present the country as an exemplar to other countries in 

the global South where mobile telephony is yet to be fully realised. 
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However, despite the positive achievements of the Government of Botswana 

to develop the mobile telephony sector, more additional reforms need to be 

undertaken with a view to strengthening loose ties and appropriately positioning 

mobile communication for effective use in order to continue narrowing the digital 

divide. BOCRA should continue to comprehensively address concerns that relate to 

high mobile communication charges (for both mobile phones and mobile Internet); 

set out relative measures that address escalating mobile gambling practices, which 

are costly and adversely affect the economic lifestyles of many young people in 

Botswana; and lobby all local operators to sufficiently broaden their networks to the 

small villages and settlements countrywide, regardless of the size of the population, 

where mobile telephony networks are currently inadequate. Perhaps, BOCRA and 

the local mobile operators should also continue to extensively educate mobile phone 

users in Botswana, including young people about mobile phone tariffs and also to 

guard against the overuse or inappropriate use of mobile phones. Although these 

recommendations have been influenced by the findings of this study and are specifi-

cally relevant to the Botswana situation, they may also be applicable in other 

countries in the global south where mobile communication remains underdeveloped. 

 

9.2.3 Mobile phones and the embodiment of youth culture in Botswana 

Perhaps, the adoption and consumption of the mobile phone is best explained by 

Ling’s (2000) claim that the mobile phone “fits well into the youth culture” and 

“responds to several of the adolescent’s needs” (p. 118). This study provided 

evidence that in Botswana the adoption of mobile phones starts during adolescence. 

This is a stage when many young people in Botswana start to have income from their 
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academic sponsors and workplaces, and experience independence from their parents 

who live in rural villages (most young people relocate to larger towns when 

undertaking studies and starting jobs) as part of their adolescent lifestyles. To a great 

extent, ownership and consumption of mobile phones among urban youth in 

Botswana embodies their cultural experiences. For instance, when being interviewed 

about their mobile phones, most of the young people in the study kept referring to the 

device as ‘my mobile’, accentuating their ownership of the device and the level of 

consumption it offers them during mobility. As demonstrated in the findings, this is 

because the consumption of the mobile phone for a young person in Botswana is a 

symbol of independent life, and freedom from parents, an expression of self-

confidence among their peers, and one’s aptitude to undertake life endeavours at the 

adolescent stage, head-on. Indeed the mobile phone fits into the urban lifestyles of 

young people in Botswana, which consists of many social and cultural needs. As I 

noted in many parts of this thesis, the lifestyles of young people in Botswana are 

characterised by loneliness, separation from families and relatives, the need to 

network with other people in towns and coordinate their urban lifestyles. For 

instance, as they are required to take up jobs and studies in urban places away from 

their families, mobile phones become effective devices that help them to fulfil their 

cultural obligations, while also undertaking livelihoods away from their families. 

As is the case with youth observed in other related studies (Ito, 2005; Walsh 

et al., 2009), emancipation and mobility not only refer to the time when young 

people in Botswana are outside their households, during travels to colleges and 

workplaces, but also refer to rural-urban migration and their lived experiences in 

urban places away from their parents whom they have left behind in their home 
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villages. Although some young people in the study mentioned that they received 

mobile phones as gifts from their parents and boyfriends, and that they sometimes 

borrowed mobile phone handsets from their friends after theirs were stolen or lost, 

they kept expressing that the devices symbolised that they run their own lives. 

Through mobile phones, young people in Botswana can contact and connect with 

their friends, live away from their parents and be assured that they are just a mobile 

call away from them, no matter where they are. Other young people in the study also 

expressed how they used the devices to communicate private and personal issues that 

they could not previously talk about with their parents face-to-face. For many young 

people in this study, mobile phones appear to offer them opportunities to facilitate 

connections with their partners as they text-message each other privately and live 

their social lives independently without much interference from their parents. The 

device also fits well into the economic lifestyles of young people, as it is useful at 

colleges, universities and workplaces to access mobile Internet, to facilitate mobile 

money and mobile banking transactions. This indicates how the consumption of 

mobile phones among urban youth in Botswana is determined by their socio-

economic needs and challenges.  

Adolescence in Botswana is also a stage where young people start to express 

themselves socially and culturally. This involves expressing their fashion 

sensibilities, personal identities and self-confidence. As demonstrated during non-

participant observations and semi-structured interviews with them, these activities 

are central in their urban lifestyles. For instance, in their efforts to charm females 

into relationships with them, and compete with other adolescent males for status, 

some adolescent males in Botswana use the cost value and perceived functionalities 
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of smartphones to manifest their personal identity and status. Adolescent females use 

colourful mobile phones and mobile phone accessories to express their fashion styles 

among their peers. Although these practices have their roots within their traditional 

upbringing in Tswana lifestyle, they also indicate that the local consumption of 

mobile phones in Botswana brings local youth into contact with global youth 

practices. 

Nevertheless, although scholars acknowledge that it is at the stage of 

adolescence that young people start to experience their independence from parents 

through mobile phones (Ito, 2005; Kato, 2006; Ling, 2000, 2004), this study has also 

demonstrated that in Botswana, youth also use mobile phones to re-establish their 

dependence on parents, relatives and their associates. This is because while 

migrations to the towns render youth some form of emancipation from the parents, 

they are also left susceptible and needing to re-assert their connections with other 

people in their new walks of life. While also living independently from their families 

and relatives, many young people in the towns in Botswana who face challenges of 

loneliness, anxiety and transitioning into adulthood use mobile phones to re-establish 

their links and dependency on their parents and guardians to seek security and 

financial support, and their aunts and uncles to seek for advice on social issues. This 

is also corroborated by the notion that came out during the study, of symbolising the 

mobile phone as ‘an umbilical cord’ and ‘perfect companion’. For most urban youth 

in Botswana, the experience of a new life in the towns and large villages also creates 

for them the need for connection and social support from new associates and 

colleagues through mobile phones. Nevertheless, as this study has illustrated, mobile 

phones do not necessarily replace young people in Botswana’s traditional ways of 
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communication, but expand and enable the modes of contact and connection between 

youth and other people. In essence then, mobile phones do not impede youth 

traditional lifestyles but remain central to them in the same way that they assume 

centrality for more contemporary lifestyle trends. 

 

9.3 Theoretical insights and implications of the study 

My study offers several important theoretical insights and implications for future 

research in this field. First, I have demonstrated the effectiveness of using 

Domestication to guide the design of the study of the interactive relationship between 

youth and mobile phones in a developing country context. In examining the findings 

through the following key steps of Domestication: imagination, appropriation, 

objectification, incorporation and conversion, a number of issues have been 

demonstrated in this study. Thus, the study has illustrated the important link between 

the processes of mobile phone adoption and consumption among young people in 

Botswana, and the socio-economic conditions that youth face. The findings have also 

demonstrated that the need for ongoing connectedness, after young people were 

separated from their families, as well as the digital divide that became very evident 

within their urban lifestyles, influenced mobile phone adoption and consumption. 

Other secondary factors, such as income and gender, were mostly evident as part of 

continuous adoption of the mobile phone devices.  

A closer examination into the findings of this study through the theory of 

Domestication also revealed that the process of mobile phone adoption and 

consumption among young people in Botswana started off from the time they 

envisaged the relevance of mobile phones in functioning as a link between them and 
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other people, to purchasing the devices, through to them experiencing the functional 

benefits of mobile phones in their urban livelihoods. Follow-up interviews with 

youth participants in the study revealed that advertisements and ‘word of mouth’ 

from relatives and friends influenced their decision to acquire a mobile phone. 

Poverty and unemployment as social factors influenced many young people in 

Botswana to make prudent and convenient decisions around mobile phone adoption 

and consumption. For example, many unemployed youth subscribed to prepaid 

contracts; students who received little stipend used basic handsets; and other young 

people who could not afford expensive mobile phone devices bought cheaper 

counterfeits of smartphones. However, as shown in the participants’ diaries, and also 

raised as a concern by some of the parents who were interviewed in the study, young 

people’s habit of adopting and using mobile phones has resulted in many of them 

overspending on mobile phone consumption and becoming antisocial when using the 

devices. Specifically, acquisition of the devices among youth in Botswana was 

evident in two ways: through self-purchasing and receiving the devices as gift, and in 

each approach, there is some form of control such as ‘self’, ‘parental and ‘partner 

coordination’. Lastly, examining the findings through the Domestication process, I 

identified that adoption and consumption of mobile phones among youth in 

Botswana is a continuous cycle. 

The second theoretical implication offered in this study is that, in addition to 

focusing on social factors when employing Domestication theory in researching the 

interactive relationship between youth and mobile phones in developing country 

contexts, Domestication can be broadened to also include local traditions of the 

young people being studied. For instance, one very distinct factor that was evident in 
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this study, which the researchers who employed the theory of Domestication have 

always been silent on, perhaps because so far many of them were mainly concerned 

with examining the social contexts, is the relevance of traditional cultures regarding 

mobile phone adoption and consumption in developing countries. For many of the 

participants in this study, the traditional principles and values of contacting and 

connecting with their families, friends and associates as prescribed in the Setswana 

lifestyle, combined with rural urban migration, considerably influenced mobile 

phone ownership in their lives. Obviously, despite the effects of globalization, 

unique traditions remain salient in many developing societies, and as demonstrated in 

this study, these traditions extensively influence young people’s appropriation of 

mobile phones. Thus, I argue that Domestication must also be extended to consider 

how traditional life is lived out through the consumption of mobile phones in global 

South nations.  

Third, the findings of this study demonstrate the utility of Apparatgeist theory 

to guide a study that examines the consumption and meanings of mobile phones by 

urban youth in developing country contexts. As I noted in Chapter 3, Katz and 

Aakhus (2001) introduced this theory to examine collective perceptions and 

consumption patterns of mobile phones. Using Apparatgeist, this study indicated that 

factors such as gender, the aesthetic value of mobile phone handsets and the 

perceived usefulness of the devices have influenced young people in Botswana not 

only to adopt and use mobile phones, but also to ascribe them with symbolic 

meanings and labels that expressed their collective perceptions about them.  

The final theoretical implication in this study is that I have also demonstrated 

the relevance of extending the focus of Apparatgeist to include local traditions, 
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changes in time and innovation in technology as important elements when studying 

the meanings of technology in developing country contexts. The findings of this 

study indicate that the perceived usefulness of mobile phones among young people in 

Botswana, as well as their traditions has fostered local users’ understandings about 

mobile phone devices in their everyday contexts. As I also demonstrated in this 

study, there were differences in the way mobile phone users constructed meanings 

around the devices when mobile telephony was first introduced in Botswana as well 

as some years later when many users became more familiar with mobile phone 

devices. Moreover, this study has also provided evidence of how innovations in 

technology that led to distinct functional uses between basic handsets and 

smartphones, earned the devices various labels among youth in Botswana. Given 

this, it is therefore important that factors of change in time, innovation in technology 

and traditional knowledge, must be taken into consideration when employing 

Apparatgeist in future studies that investigate the meanings of mobile phones among 

youth in developing societies where people live distinct traditions and have unique 

needs in which mobile phones are considered highly important. 

 

9.4 Limitations of the study 

It is also important to consider the potential limitations of my study and the bearing 

of this on my research findings. First, although there are various scientific research 

designs and approaches which can be used to study young people and their adoption 

and consumption of mobile phones, this study employed an ethnographic approach, a 

qualitative design and the theories of Domestications and Apparatgeist. My decision 

to use qualitative methods in this study was influenced by the requirement to present 
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a nuanced representation of data from the perspectives of youth in Botswana. In 

particular, the use of an ethnographic approach in this study offered me a chance to 

both explore and rationalise, from the specific point of view of urban youth, the way 

in which young people in Botswana adopt, consume and give meanings to mobile 

phones in their contexts. Nevertheless, my decision in this regard does not suggest 

that other research approaches, theoretical frameworks and models used to study 

youth and mobile phones are inefficient. For instance, the use of quantitative 

research methods, such as surveys would provide an added dimension by offering 

more options for validating data from a mixed approach. Mixed methods can help to 

enhance and expand the validity of data (Hesse-Biber & Leavy, 2010). A mixed 

approach, such the use of quantitative (survey instruments) and qualitative methods 

to study youth’s adoption and consumption of mobile phones in Botswana, might 

help to increase the study population and the validity of data.   

The second limitation is that in this study, I have focused only on urban youth 

and left out other young people in rural villages. By focusing selectively on urban 

youth in Francistown and Gaborone in this study, I was cognisant of the fact that, 

compared to the rural villages, young people in towns have more access to mobile 

phones and that while residing in urban places most of the participants had 

previously also experienced rural life and others have families, relatives and 

associates who still dwell in villages and settlements countrywide. However, this 

study has demonstrated that youth experiences with mobile communications 

technologies differ, depending on where they live. Possibly, a follow-up study that 

focuses on rural youth and mobile phones might offer another dimension about the 
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interactive relationship between youth and mobile phones in rural settings in 

Botswana.  

The other limitation of this study is that my research focused specifically on 

urban youth and mobile phones from the point of view of mobile phone users, and 

did not take into consideration the viewpoints of non-mobile phone users. Although I 

included as interviewees some parents, lecturers, librarians, boarding masters and 

police officers who interacted with the youth participants in this study, I did not seek 

alternative views from non-mobile phone users. Green (2003) has pointed out that 

not every young person is excited about adopting and using mobile phones which 

means that conceivably, non-mobile phone users could also offer another viewpoint 

in the discussion about adolescent mobile phone users in Botswana. Furthermore, 

this is because in countries like Botswana, it is not just personal enthusiasm but also 

cost that is a factor in young people’s acquisition of a mobile phone. So in a very real 

sense, the freedom of choice evident in the global North is not in all cases applicable 

in the global South. 

 

9.5 Recommendations for future research 

Considering that the study of the interactive relationship between youth and mobile 

phones in the Botswana context represents mixed findings, those that are unique to a 

developing country context, and those that relate to what has already been reported in 

the literature on other countries (typically, though not exclusively, in the global 

North), further comparative studies are needed to interpret these issues across other 

national contexts where youth lead lives that remain more connected to diverse 

traditional cultures and face distinct socio-economic challenges. In addition, future 
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research on the adoption, consumption and meanings of mobile phones among youth 

should attempt to extend the focus of the research to also include youth in remote 

areas countrywide. Moreover, this study can be extended to employ a mixed method 

approach, to include a quantitative approach with a view to obtaining a more 

systematic and larger scale representation. Later studies may employ other 

theoretical frameworks and models that are also useful in addressing the relationship 

between youth and mobile phone technologies. 

Moreover, future research should include non-mobile phone users to solicit 

diverse viewpoints related to the behavioural and cultural impacts, and symbolic 

meanings, of mobile phones among youth in Botswana. Indeed, non-users could 

perhaps also offer more suggestions regarding the attitudes and behaviours of mobile 

phone users in the Botswana context. As demonstrated in this study, the significance 

of interviewing other people who could relate their observations about youth 

participants in the study was evident from the semi-structured interviews conducted 

with the parents and lecturers of the young people who were participants in the 

study, as well as the librarian, boarding master and police officers. 

 

9.6 Conclusion 

As mobile telephony diffuses globally, it is perhaps easy to disregard its adoption, 

consumption and meanings among youth in very distinct regions in the global South, 

particularly because so far the high volume of research already undertaken in the 

global North has clouded our ideas and theories about this issue. During the course 

of this study I have endeavoured to add a new dimension to the literature as I 

demonstrate that although mobile phones are a global technology, their impacts for 
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youth differ from one society to another. With a focus on Botswana, a developing 

country, my study has demonstrated that the adoption, consumption and meanings of 

mobile phones among urban youth in that country are not only bound up with their 

unique traditions and socio-economic circumstances, which challenge their lifestyles, 

but also that the mobile phone has altered the social norms and cultural practices of 

local urban youth. In particular, the custom of connectedness, which is expressly 

articulated within Tswana lifestyle, and the challenges of rural-urban migration, 

unemployment, poverty and the digital divide, which remain central in the lives of 

urban youth in Botswana, influenced and shaped their adoption and consumption of 

mobile phones. Indeed their local tradition and local knowledge, combined with their 

consumption of mobile phones, has influenced their conception and appropriation of 

the devices in their local contexts. Furthermore, the conspicuous consumption of the 

mobile phone by youth in Botswana include their use of smartphone devices to 

construct social inclusions, and exclusions, from their peers in network groups. 

Additionally, two very distinct gendered patterns of mobile phone ownership as a 

means of articulating status were discovered. The first involved female college and 

university students in Botswana using colourful phones, and brightly coloured 

casings for their mobile phones as symbols of fashion and modernity. The second 

involved the male counterparts of these students showing a preference for 

smartphones that are slightly more expensive as these handsets gratify their sense of 

having a contemporary personal identity and status. Therefore, using the Botswana 

case study, I argue that more similar studies employing a variety of rigorous methods 

and theoretical approaches must be conducted in other diverse regions in the global 

South, and in those studies, researchers should take into account the specifics of the 
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traditional cultures and socio-economic contexts of the youth being studied. As I 

have demonstrated during the course of this thesis, these factors are critical in 

helping us to clearly comprehend the adoption, consumption and symbolic meanings 

of mobile phones among youth. 
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List of Appendices 
 

Appendix 1 Informed consent 
 
Title: Ethnographic study of mobile phone use by urban youth in Botswana 
 

Chief Investigator 
Professor Andy Bennett 
Griffith Centre for Cultural Research 
+617 55529779 
a.bennett@griffith.edu.au 
 

Student Investigator 
William Lesitaokana 
School of Humanities 
+614 50515011 
william.lesitaokana@griffithuni.edu.au 
 

 
We give you this information sheet so that you may read about the purpose, risks, and 
benefits associated with this study. Please, review this information sheet carefully. Ask any 
questions before you make a decision. 
 
Purpose of this Study  
The purpose of this study is to explore the interactive relationship between urban youth in 
Botswana and their mobile phones. This study is part of the requirements for the student 
investigator to complete a PhD at Griffith University; hence the results of the data from this 
project will be reported in a PhD thesis, and may also flow into conference papers, books 
and learned journals. 
  
Your Participation in this Study 
As a young person, you are asked to participate in non-participant observations that will take 
place between October 2012 and April 2013. During this period you will be partly observed 
as you use your mobile phone, and may be asked questions that relate to your interaction 
with the device. You will also be given a diary in which to record your consumption of the 
mobile phone, such as the circumstances that led to your use of the device, duration for use, 
the sort of communication involved, how you interacted with other people in your 
surroundings when using your device, and any other related information you may want to 
share with the researcher about your use of the mobile phone. While doing the recordings in 
your diary you may use either Setswana or English. 
 
Selection and Screening of Participants  
You were selected to take part in this project because you are a young person aged between 
18 and 25; you live in Francistown or Gaborone; and you own and use a mobile phone. 
 
Expected Benefits of this Research  
There are no direct benefits from taking part in the project.  
 
Risks to you 
There are no risks associated, however, if you feel pressured, feel free to ask questions. 
Your Confidentiality  
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The data collected from this study will be handled in a very strict, confidential manner, and 
will only be accessible to those involved in the project, and that includes Griffith University 
Researchers. No third parties will know the status of your participation in this study. 
Pseudonyms will be used when writing about participants in the PhD thesis and any other 
scholarly publications. 
 
Your Participation is Voluntary 
Although your participation in this study is very important and is highly appreciated, it is 
however voluntary. You are within your rights to withdraw your participation at any stage 
during the study. If you decide not to participate, your decision will not affect your future 
relations with Griffith University. If you decide to participate, you are free to withdraw your 
consent and to discontinue participation at any stage without penalty. 
 
Questions / further information 
If you have any questions or concerns about this study, please contact the Chief investigator 
at the addresses given above.  
 
The Ethical Conduct of this Research 
Staff and students at Griffith University conduct research in accordance with the National 
Statement on Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about 
the ethical conduct of this project, contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 
Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au). 
 
Feedback to You 
There will not be any formal feedback from this project reported to you, however, you may 
access results of the data that may be published in academic conferences and scholarly 
publications. 
 
Privacy Statement 
The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/or use of your identified 
personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not be disclosed to 
third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or other regulatory 
authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used for other research 
purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded. For further information 
consult the University’s Privacy Plan at http://www.griffith.edu.au/privacy-plan or telephone 
(07) 3735 5585. 
 
If you agree to participate, please complete and sign the attached consent form. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Title: Ethnographic Study of Mobile phone Use by Urban Youth in Botswana 
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Chief Investigator 
Professor Andy Bennett 
Griffith Centre for Cultural Research 
Tel: +617 55529779 
Email: a.bennett@griffith.edu.au 

Student Investigator 
William Lesitaokana 
School of Humanities 
Tel: +614 50515011 
Email: william.lesitaokana@griffithuni.edu.au 
 

 
By signing below, I confirm that I have read the information sheet, and the nature and 
purpose of the research project have been explained to me. I understand and agree to take 
part.  
• I understand that I may not directly benefit from taking part in the project. 
• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary, and I can withdraw 

from the study at any stage and that this will not affect my status now and in the future. 
• I understand that I may be observed and audio taped during this study. I grant Griffith 

University the exclusive royalty free right to reproduce and use in its ongoing activities 
the audio recorded and any other associated data, which have been produced in the 
course of this project. 

• I understand that raw data from the audio recorded interviews and personal diaries will 
be stored in a locked cabinet in the graduate student research office for 2 years after 
the project has been completed. Only I, and the Griffith University researchers 
involved in the project will have access to the raw data tapes for the purposes of the 
research.  

• I understand that no any third parties will know the status of participants in this study. 
• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith University 

Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 5585 (or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au) 
if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the project. 

• I understand that where applicable, the University will acknowledge my participation 
in the project. 

• I have had all questions answered to my satisfaction. 
 

Name  
 

Signature  
 

Date  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 2 Letter of request to conduct a study at IHS, GIPS and UB 
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The Principal 
____________________________________________ 
____________________________________________ 
____________________________________________ 
____________________________________________ 
 
Re: Request to conduct a study of youth and mobile phones in your college 
 
I would like to request your permission to undertake a study of mobile phones use by 
students in your college. This study is part of my PhD project I am undertaking in Botswana 
to explore the interactive relationship between urban youth in Botswana and their mobile 
phones.  
 
This research project has been granted ethical approval from Griffith University in Australia, 
and a research permit from the Ministry of Transport and Communications in Botswana. It 
will involve non-participant observations, follow-up interviews and focus groups with 
students from your school aged between eighteen and twenty-five. The participants will be 
selected amongst males and females who own and use mobile phones. To recruit these 
participants, I will place advertisements in your school and then make arrangements to 
discuss the project in detail with those who would like to participate.  
 
I am available to visit your institution to explain my project in detail. Find attached an 
informed consent that explains about this study.  
 
Yours faithfully,  
 
William Lesitaokana 
PhD candidate, Griffith University, Australia 
Tel: +267 3552924; +267 74178574;   
Email: william.lesitaokana@griffithuni.edu.au;  lesitaokana@gmail.com 
 
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
 
 

Appendix 3 Recruiting urban youth for this study 
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Are you a young person aged between 18 and 25?  
Do you own and use a mobile phone? 
Do you currently live in Francistown or Gaborone? 
Are you a student at IHS, GIPS and UB, or a non-student in internship program? 
 

What is the research all about? 
You are invited to participate in a PhD project that aims to explore the interactive 
relationship between urban youth in Botswana and mobile phones. The objectives of the 
study are to examine the adoption, use, cultural impacts and meanings of mobile phones in 
the context of Botswana youth.  
 

What would you be asked to do? 
As a young person, you are asked to participate in non-participant observations that will take 
place between October 2012 and April 2013. During this period you will be partly observed 
as you use your mobile phone, and may be asked questions that relate to your use of the 
device. You will also be given a diary in which to record your personal use of the mobile 
phone, such as the circumstances that led to your use of the device, duration for use, the 
number of times the device became relevant in that particular day, the sort of communication 
involved, how you interacted with other people in the surrounding when using your device, 
and any other related information you may want to share with the researcher about your use 
of the mobile phone. While doing the recordings in your diary you may use either Setswana 
or English. You may also be asked to participate in focus-group discussions about youth and 
mobile phones.  
 
Your participation in this study is voluntary, and there is no financial reward for being 
involved. You are within your rights to withdraw your participation in the middle of the 
study, and this will in no way impact on any relationships you may have with the research 
team at Griffith University.  
 
For more information, or to volunteer to participate in this study, please contact the 
student investigator at the email addresses and telephone numbers below: 
William Lesitaokana at lesitaokana@gmail.com; william.lesitaokana@griffith.edu.au 
Tel: +267 3552924; +267 74178574 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Appendix 4 Guide to Keeping a Diary 
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As a participant in this study, you are requested to keep a personal diary in which to record 
your interactive relationship with your mobile phone during the month of December 2012. 
At the end of the study, you will need to give the diary back to the researcher. However, 
keep in mind that the information you record is voluntary. Please diarise the following: 
 
1. The type of mobile phone you own and use, and why you preferred that particular one. 
2. The local service providers that you subscribe to, and explain why. 
3. The estimated cost of your mobile phone (financially). 
4. When you interact with your friends, or other people, do they envy your mobile phone 

or dislike it? Explain. 
5. The situation in which your mobile phone becomes critically relevant for use (this can 

be a routine use) in every day. State the reasons for use, time, place that you are in and 
the people involved. 

6. Other daily use(s) of your mobile phone. Briefly discuss what happening during use, 
such as the duration of use, specific uses, costs associated and the people involved. 

7. Any losses, danger, or problems you that encounter because of the mobile phone (be it 
physical attack, theft or emotional issues?) 

8. Any challenge (such as poor signal, network failure, power lose, etc.) that you 
experience with your mobile phone. 

9. The estimated monthly cost of using your mobile phone (financially). 
10. If you use a mobile for calling or sending a text-message, record the conversation, 

information about the person on the other side in the conversation, whether the mobile 
phone communication is good or bad news, and the type of behaviour you displayed 
during mobile phone use. 

11. How other people around you respond with regard to your use of the mobile phone 
and the behaviour you display during use? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Appendix 5 Focus group discussion guide 
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Adoption/Ownership 
1. Do you own a mobile phone, and how did you acquire the device? 
2. Approximately how much did it cost you to buy a mobile phone? 
3. What prompted you to own a mobile phone? 
4. Which specific mobile phone brand do you use, and why? 
5. Is the mobile phone device you have user friendly or difficult to use? 
6. Whenever other people see your mobile phone, do they envy it? Explain. 
7. Which of the three local service providers do you subscribe to, and why? 
 
Use/Benefits 
8. In which specific situation(s) is your mobile phone critically relevant?  
9. Can you remember any other situation whether social, economic or cultural?  
10. What do you usually use a mobile phone for besides communication? 
11. On average how many times in a day do you use the mobile phone? 
12. Are you satisfied with the functions of your mobile phone?  
13. Can you briefly relate the technical/multimedia features of your mobile phone to its 

specific relevance and use to you? 
 
Impacts/ Behaviours/Technical  
14. While using the mobile phone, how do you usually interact with your peers and other 

people in your surrounding spaces? 
15. Do you use your mobile phone in class, library and during meetings? And if yes, what 

happens when you get caught by the teacher /librarian /or others? 
16. With regard to the adoption, use and impact of the mobile phone by young people what 

does the device symbolically mean to you? 
 
Technical Adaptations 
17. Are there any particular losses, danger, or problems that you encountered because of the 

mobile phone (be it physical attack, theft or emotional issues?) 
18. Are there any technical challenges (such as poor signal, power loss, etc.) that you once 

had while using the mobile phone? If so, where were you and what did you do during 
that time to solve the problem?	  	  
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Dear _____________________________ 
 
You have been identified as a suitable candidate to serve as an informant in this study of the 
interactive relationship between urban youth in Botswana and mobile phones. This study 
aims to explore how the mobile phone has altered every day communication and 
interpersonal relations in the context of Botswana youth. The objectives of the study are to 
examine the adoption, use, cultural impacts and meanings that result from their interactive 
relationship with mobile phones. 
 
What would you be asked to do? 
As an interviewee in this study, you would be asked to undertake a sixty-minute interview 
with a PhD student to share your viewpoints with regard to young people in Botswana and 
their interactive relationship with mobile phone. The interview will be held in a location of 
your choice. However, your participation in this study will be voluntary, and there is no 
financial reward for being involved. You are within your rights to withdraw your 
participation in the middle of the interview, and this will in no way impact on any 
relationships you may have with the research team at Griffith University.  
 
For more information, and if you agree to be interviewed, please contact the student 
investigator at the email addresses and telephone numbers below: 
William Lesitaokana at lesitaokana@gmail.com; william.lesitaokana@griffith.edu.au 
Tel: +267 3552924; +267 74178574 
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a. Minister of Transport and Communications 
1. As Minister of Communications in Botswana, please share with me how the mobile 

telephony sector has developed and is structurally positioned countrywide. 
2. Do you consider mobile phones relevant to deliver public services and information, 

especially to young people? 
3. What are the common uses to which mobile phones are put by users in Botswana 

(including youth), particularly such uses that relate to the services in your ministry?  
4. With regard to the use of the mobile phone (for civic and societal purposes), what do 

you think the device means to young people in Botswana? 
5. What common challenges do you face in the ministry of Communications and 

Transport that relate to youth’s use of mobile phones in Botswana?  
6. In your opinion, how has the advent of the mobile phone impacted youth society in 

Botswana? Discuss both the positive or negative? 
 
b. Network operators 
1. Where is your network coverage mostly concentrated? And why? 
2. Have you sold/ or registered any mobile number to any young person aged between 18 

and 24 in Botswana? 
3. What about the patterns of adoption which are common among youth and why do you 

think so? 
4. In your opinion, what are the common uses of mobile phones by young people in 

Botswana?  
5. What specific situations (socio-economic and cultural) do you think are pertinent to 

these uses of the mobile phone? 
6. What challenges do you face that relate to mobile phone adoption and use by youth in 

Botswana? 
7. In your opinion, how has the advent of the mobile telephony changed youth society in 

Botswana?  
8. What are reasons for providing your customers with ‘free bee’ airtime and also 

awarding competitions to win products like cars and free airtime? 
9. Do products like free airtime congest signal connection in particular areas? In that 

case, do you have any measures in place to use to free signal congestion?  
10. What does the regulator do in situations when your business practices impact signal 

connection? 
11. With regard to the adoption, use and impact of the mobile phone, what do you think 

the device means or represent to young people in Botswana? 
 
c. Telecommunication regulators 
1. What is your primary role with regard to mobile communication in Botswana?  
2. What has your institution achieved so far with regard to the development of mobile 

telephony in Botswana? 
3. What have you done as the regulator to ensure that mobile operators take mobile 

communication services nationally? 
4. Can anyone own a mobile communication business, and what are the specific 

regulations around mobile communication business ownership? 
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5. What challenges do you face that relate to mobile phone adoption and use by youth in 
Botswana? 

6. In your opinion, how has the advent of the mobile telephony changed youth society in 
Botswana? 

7. What mobile phone usage patterns are common among Botswana youth? 
8. What specific situations (socio-economic and cultural) do you think are pertinent to 

the use of the mobile phone by young people in Botswana? 
9. In your opinion, what negative behaviours have you observed that resulted from 

mobile phone use by youth in Botswana? 
10. In your opinion, how has the advent of the mobile telephony changed youth society in 

Botswana?  
11. What challenges do you face that relate to mobile phone adoption and use by youth in 

Botswana? 
12. With regard to the adoption, use and impact of the mobile phone, what do you think 

the device means or represent to young people in Botswana (this could be metaphoric 
or symbolical)? 

 
d.   The police 
1. In your opinion, what specific benefits do young people get from mobile phones, 

especially those that relate to your work as a police officer (e.g. for safety and security 
purposes)? 

2. With regard to problems and challenges from youth’s use of mobile phones, what do 
you presume the device means to young people in Botswana? 

3. With regard to the use of the mobile phone (for civic and societal purposes), what do 
you think the device means to young people in Botswana? 

4. What common challenges do you face as the police that relate to youth’s use of mobile 
phones in Botswana?  

5. In your opinion, how has the advent of the mobile phone impacted youth society in 
Botswana? Discuss both the positive or negative? 

6. In your opinion, is the Botswana Telecommunications Act appropriate enough to 
regulate mobile phone use in Botswana? If not, what areas in the act do you think 
needs to be improved? 

 
e. Parents/lecturers/librarians/boarding master 
1. In your opinion, what specific benefits do young people get from mobile phones, 

especially those that relate to your role/work as a colleague/parent/lecturer/boarding 
master/librarian?  

2. In what ways do you think the mobile phone is significant for use by young people? 
3. In your opinion, how has the advent of the mobile phone impacted youth society in 

Botswana? Discuss both the positive or negative?  
4. While observing young people with mobile phones, do you notice any specific 

attitudes and behaviours? 
5. What common challenges do you face as a colleague/parent/lecturer/boarding 

master/librarian that relate to youth’s use of mobile phones in Botswana?  



	   293	  

6. With regard to the use of the mobile phone by young people in 
workplace/household/college settings what do you think the device means / represent 
to young people in Botswana?  
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