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Abstract 

The increasingly widespread use of data-enabled mobile handsets presents new 

challenges for measurement and theorization of internet behaviors. The common 

operationalization of internet use as an activity performed via a Personal Computer (PC) 

with a distinct beginning, middle, and end is under pressure from two groups—from 

those for whom the PC has become but one of a myriad of ‘ubiquitous’ access methods, 

and from those who may rarely (or never) use a PC at all. Drawing on household survey 

data from Kenya, Ghana and Tanzania, we explore the strains evident in the traditional 

survey question “how often do you access the internet?” We recommend 

methodological approaches which offer (a) no implicit/default privilege to the PC and (b) 

clear conceptual separation between devices, channels, venues, and uses. We conclude 

by arguing that since the interplay between theory and operationalization is 

bidirectional, a shift to a more fluid and multifaceted operationalization of “internet 
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use”, if widely adopted, may help reframe theoretical discussions of what it means to 

interact with the world’s digital data networks. 

Introduction1 

In this methods paper, we draw on surveys from Ghana, Kenya, and Tanzania to 

illustrate how the widespread use of data-enabled mobile handsets presents new 

challenges for the measurement and theorization of internet behaviors, particularly in 

resource-constrained settings where mobile-only or mobile-centric use is becoming 

increasingly common.  

The traditional sketch of internet ‘use’ as a discernible session (with a beginning and an 

end) taking place via a personal computer (PC), has been steadily losing its operational 

and theoretical exclusivity and effortless utility to the social research and policy 

communities. Of course, this paper breaks no new ground by restating this proposition; 

a broad community of “Ubicomp” researchers has been describing and developing 

alternative computing experiences for decades.2 What is new, and worthy of discussion 

here, is the emergence of a parallel set of methodological and theoretical complications, 

coming not from the “smart homes” and “paperless workplaces” of the highly-

connected Global North—the traditional realms of Ubicomp Research—but rather from 

everywhere else.3 Specifically, the increasingly common use of data-enabled phones in 

resource-constrained communities in the Global South is also challenging how we 

conceptualize and measure internet use.  Thus the most common operationalization of 

internet use is under pressure from two groups—from those for whom the PC has 

become but one of a myriad of access methods, and from those who rarely (if ever) 

touch a PC at all.  The research community can adjust to account for these groups, but 

only when it is willing to examine how its conventional methods for assessing and 

describing internet use frequently retain an implicit or explicit “default” to the PC.  
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Among other things, survey questions need to be revised.  In this paper, we explore how 

it is becoming increasingly difficult for many individuals to respond reliably to variants 

on the conventional question: “how often do you access the internet?”. Researchers 

and policymakers face a fragmentation of platforms, affordances and contexts which are 

straining this venerable survey question. An earlier qualitative study  of first time mobile 

internet use in South Africa concluded with the assertion that “the Internet is different 

when it is 2.5 inches wide.”4 This paper lays out some implications of that earlier 

assertion for survey research, suggesting that since “The internet” as experienced 

primarily or exclusively via data-enabled feature phones in pay-as-you-go bursts is not 

“the internet” as experienced in a smart households with a dozen or more seamlessly 

connected devices, any survey questions which seek to encompass both (or either) of the 

extremes must be more carefully calibrated than before.  

To illustrate this proposition, we begin by describing our experience analyzing secondary 

household survey data from Kenya and Ghana gathered by a world-class market 

research firm. The survey methods and sampling were excellent, and have yielded some 

helpful insights. Nevertheless, as a subsequent contrast with Tanzania data from the 

same firm makes clear, the initial survey design limited our ability to distinguish internet 

use by device and by venue. Only via Tanzania design were we able to isolate various 

permutations of internet use; PC-only, mobile-only, and mobile+PC.   

A second analysis uses the hypothetical experiences of families in more- and less- 

technologically connected settings to examine the wording of the “traditional” survey 

question “how often do you access the internet?” A careful unpacking of the statement, 

in light of the rise of mobile internet use as seen in the Tanzania data, reveals both the 

current implicit stance of the research community towards the notion of internet use, 

and the increasing complications associated with this stance.   

Our discussion offers a set of concrete recommendations about survey crafting. We 

recommend methodological and conceptual approaches which offer (a) no 

implicit/default privilege to the PC channel and (b) clear conceptual separation between 
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devices, channels, venues, and uses. We conclude by arguing that the interplay between 

theory and operationalization is bidirectional, in that simple measures (such as digital 

divide) can take on broader policy significances.  In this light, the shift to a more fluid 

and multifaceted operationalization of “internet use”, if widely adopted, may help 

reframe theoretical discussions of what it means to interact with the world’s digital data 

networks, and how and where these interactions fit into users lives. 

Case studies: Kenya, Ghana, and Tanzania 

Mobile-centric (or mobile-only) internet use was first commonly seen in Japan in the 

mid-2000s, through the popular I-Mode system.5 With the drop in the cost of data-

enabled handsets, and the spread of mobile connectivity worldwide, mobile-centric 

internet users are appearing elsewhere, particularly in developing countries where PCs 

and landline internet access remain relatively scarce and expensive. The world’s next 

wave of internet users is increasingly likely to have its first and primary internet 

experience on a mobile phone.6 Note in this case we are interested in the interface—

particularly the screen—that faces the user. There are, of course, other new ways to get 

online, from PCs and laptops attached to the internet via a cellular/mobile modem or 

USB stick, to tablets and gaming consoles. Though common, none of these modes 

present the same combination of affordances and constraints as mobile handsets do. 

There is a small but growing research literature on mobile-centric internet use, 

particularly from South Africa7 where there are already more mobile internet users than 

“traditional” PC-based internet users.8 However, the practice is new and, despite the 

hype, remains under-addressed in the scholarly literature. 

Ghana and Kenya data, 2009 

One of the authors elected to explore demographic and behavioral predictors of mobile-

centric internet use as part of her honors project in statistics at the University of Cape 

Town.9 She had the opportunity to access representative household data gathered by 

the AudienceScapes project, which is run by InterMedia, the global research-based 
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consultancy. By early 2010, with support from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foundation, the 

AudienceScapes project had released comprehensive datasets to the scholarly 

community from household surveys conducted in Ghana and Kenya during spring and 

summer 2009.10 We were thrilled to find “mobile internet” questions embedded in in 

the surveys, even before mobile internet use was likely to have spread far into Ghana 

and Kenya. 

We wanted to use the data to identify demographic and behavioral variables which 

would differentiate between four cells in a 2x2 table: we wanted, in other words, to 

distinguish PC internet users from mobile internet users, and, in particular to see if we 

could find evidence for a discrete set of “mobile only” internet users in each nation. The 

primary items for our analysis were: 

C1:4 “Item available at home in working order: Internet access (e.g., on a 
computer, mobile phone)”  

C10:5 “How often do you use a mobile phone to: Access the internet?”  

H1: “Apart from today, when was the last time you used the internet?” 

 

In Kenya (Table 1), 24% of respondents had mentioned using the internet, from any 

medium, at least once before the day of the interview, of those 24%, roughly 2/3 had 

also accessed the internet via mobile. In Ghana (Table 2), roughly 1/4 of the 17% who 

had accessed the internet indicated that at least some of that access came from the 

mobile. In other words, overall reported internet usage levels are higher in Kenya, and 

the proportion of that usage which appears to be mobile-based is also higher. This 

difference, relative to Ghana, is reflective of the telecommunications and social media 

boom underway in Kenya, which is home to initiatives like the crowdsourcing/mapping 

platform Ushahidi,11 the technology incubator i-Hub12, and most importantly, arguably 

the world’s most successful “mobile money” platform, m-PESA.13  

Table 1: 2009 AudienceScapes Household Survey, Kenya  
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  C10:5 accessed internet via mobile 
  Never At least once Total 
H1: Apart from 
today, when was 
the last time you 
used the internet 

At least once 8% 16% 24% 

Never 73% 2% 75% 

Total 81% 18%  

n=1802 valid cases, with no missing data, from an original survey of 2000 
 

Table 2: 2009 AudienceScapes Household Survey, Ghana  
  C10:5 accessed internet via mobile 
  Never At least once Total 
H1: Apart from 
today, when was 
the last time you 
used the internet 

At least once 12% 4% 17% 

Never 82% 1% 83% 

Total 95% 5%  

n=1746 valid cases, with no missing data, from an original survey of 2051 
Bezuidenhoudt drew on diffusion of innovations theory14 to explore how demographic 

and behavioral predictors distinguished between those with mobile internet access from 

those with exclusively traditional PC internet access. In all, behavioral variables were 

better differentiators between “PC only use” and “PC + Mobile use” than were 

demographic variables, which limited our ability to identify a discernible group of mobile 

internet users.  In addition, the particular configuration of the survey items limited our 

ability to craft the desired 2x2 -- to distinguish those who access the internet exclusively 

through the mobile from those who utilize two more familiar combinations of access (PC 

only, or PC+mobile). Had a question C10.5(b) asked  “How often do you use a PC to: 

Access the internet?” in a parallel format to accessing the internet via mobile, we could 

have proceeded. The right ingredients (devices, venues, functions) were all present in 

the codebook, but this small omission complicated our inquiry.  

Tanzania data, 2010 

Given these setbacks with the 2009 data, we were pleased to learn of a revised survey 

design in AudienceScapes’ 2010 Tanzania and Zambia studies, in which a general 

question about internet use was followed by venue and device-specific modifications. In 

case there was any confusion, the general question (H1) “How often do you use the 
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internet?” is accompanied by this note: INTERVIEWER: Please note, this includes using 

the internet anywhere, including via mobile phones”.15 

Compared to Ghana and Kenya, Tanzania had much lower incidence of internet use, 

overall, with only 8.7% (n=173) of respondents reporting “at least once” to the question 

“how often do you use the internet”. But with its revised design, the questionnaire in 

Tanzania was able to more finely distinguish between modes of internet use.  The 173 

individuals answering in the affirmative were asked “do you use the internet in the 

following locations…’: home (n=62), work (n=39), internet cafes (n=127), 

school/university (n=48), elsewhere (n=23) and, most critically for this analysis, “At 

various locations via a mobile phone or other device” (n=80). A follow-up question 

asked respondents to identify the most frequent location for internet use (Table 3). 

Table 3: 2010 AudienceScapes Household Survey, Tanzania  
  Frequency % of Internet users 
INT2b_1  And 
where do you use 
the internet most 
frequently?   

At home 28 16.3 

At work 21 12.0 

At internet café 80 46.7 

At school/university 17 9.9 

At various locations via a mobile 
phone or other device 

18 10.7 

Elsewhere 2 1.0 

Refused 6 3.4 

 Total 172 100 

 

From these responses we were able to identify the 18 individuals (10.7% of internet 

users in Tanzania) who used the mobile as their primary mode of internet access 

(mobile-primary) as well as those who use only the mobile phone – in this case, the 5 

respondents (2.9% of internet users in Tanzania) who said they used the internet on 

their handset and nowhere else.   Represented using the base of all (valid) respondents, 

the modified 2x2 of mobile-only and mobile-primary internet use for Tanzania appears 

in figure 1. Most Tanzanians do not use the internet, but among those who do, a subset 

rely on the mobile as opposed to PC.  
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At this stage, it is best not to dwell on the exact sizes of the cells. The 5 mobile only and 

13 mobile-primary users in the Tanzania data are too few to be ‘predicted’ by 

demographic or behavioral variables in any statistically meaningful way. The numbers 

are small and likely to be changing quickly as data-enabled handsets become more 

popular, as they have become in neighboring Kenya. A replication of this grid with data 

from Kenya, or South Africa, or Armenia (as Pearce and her colleagues have recently 

done)16 would yield 2x2s with higher proportions of mobile internet users.   

 

Instead, the grid is an opportunity to begin to disaggregate the concept of “internet use” 

into distinct modes.   These various modes of “internet access” are unlikely to be exact 

substitutes. Each has strengths, weaknesses, and different use cases.17 Why do 

researchers continue to lump them together?  

Consider a further disaggregation into PC + mobile, interwoven against shared vs. 

personal access.  Using a Venn diagram18 (figure 2), we can differentiate those who have 

multiple modes of access at home (and under their control) from those who may only 

have access via a shared telecentre or workplace PC. The general-to-specific survey 



        9 

 

structure used by AudienceScapes in 2010 made a variety of these overlays and Venn 

diagrams possible

13

8
72

4

5

37

34

at home via PC

outside home via PC

via mobile (anywhere)

156

62

80

Legend: 

Modes of internet access in Tanzania, 
n=173 internet users

  

Reconsidering the “access/use” question:  

The distinctions we observed between the 2009 and 2010 survey structures create an 

opportunity to contribute to an ongoing methodological conversation about how to 

operationalize internet access and use.   Meta-reviews of discrepancies between 

different methods appeared as early as 1996.19 Others offered alternatives to early 

binary characterizations of “use”, suggesting that internet use was best reflected not as 

a divide between users and nonusers, but rather as a spectrum of intensity of use or skill 

to use.20  In the US, the ongoing set of surveys from the Pew Internet & American Life 

project, on which Lenhart and Horrigan draw, uses a general-then-specific structure 

similar to the post-2010 AudienceScapes design, and thus allow for differentiation 

between internet use across different platforms and locations.21 
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A basic estimate of who accesses the internet in general is not without utility. There is 

important work do be done comparing users and nonusers.22 However the core 

questions supporting these estimates—“how often do you use the internet”, and “how 

often do you access the internet”—are pervasive enough to merit additional, periodic 

scrutiny. Using examples from hypothetical settings in a well-connected domestic 

environment (say, an upper middle class family in Palo Alto) and a not-so-well-

connected domestic environment (say, working class Nairobi), this section reconsiders 

these traditional questions anew, and demonstrates how they are straining under the 

weight of new use cases by both the more and less (technologically) prosperous among 

us.  

“How often…” 

In more technologically connected households, the challenge may be in defining a top-

end to the question of frequency. When does periodic, frequent, discrete usage become 

simply, “always”? If the more-connected family’s home PC is on before anyone even 

wakes up, or if Mom’s tablet’s email setting is set to “push”, is the family ever offline? 

And, for practical purposes, should their responses be treated differently than those 

who are online all day at work, but return in the evenings to a home with no PC?  

Contrast that with a newer scenario, where, for our less-connected family, internet 

connectivity may not measured by the rhythm of a workweek or school day, but rather 

by the availability of prepaid airtime to drive the mobile phone.23  In earlier work in 

South Africa, we observed study participants who dropped in and out of connectivity 

based the amount of airtime they have on their phone…or whether they have a phone 

at all.24 

“…do you…” 

For more-connected families, it is getting trickier by the day to determine what is meant 

by ‘you’.  Shared DVRs, game consoles, set top boxes, digital picture frames, appliances 

and electricity meters may be chatting away on ‘the internet’, doing their owner’s 
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bidding via Internet Protocols (IP).  Are they “us”, or merely our agents?  Similarly, as 

individuals maintain digital identities online, on social networking sites in particular, 

their profiles can be viewed even when their owners are not online. If someone reads 

status update after user logged off, is the user still in a sense, online? 

 The less-connected families have issues with the subject of the question (“you”), as 

well.  What if the family has two handsets, one of which is data-enabled and the other is 

not?  If the family occasionally shares the devices,25 who is the “you”? Or, in the case of 

mediated access,26 if a phone owner brings a phone to a shop and lets someone else 

“drive” the internet for them, to download a song or get a ringtone, does the phone 

owner, who may or may not have the skills to manipulated the phone’s online 

capabilities, get to respond to the question that she has been “online”? 

“…access or use…” 

In more-connected families, the phenomenon of fractional attention means there may 

be more screen hours then there are hours in a day.27 The access question seems to 

imply complete and undivided attention.  

Or, consider a use case from someone who gives a device his full attention, and yet can 

barely be said to be “using” it.  In our earlier study with first-time mobile internet users, 

we recruited women in South Africa who owned internet-ready phones, but for the 

most part, did not know how to operate them. Some had pressed the internet button or 

found the on-screen internet folder, but had little idea what they were viewing.28 

Perhaps a would-be user happens to speak a language into which little or no online 

content has yet been encoded. If he pushes his phone’s search button, and is taken to 

the homepage of an English-language search engine, has there been “access”?  Has he 

“used” the internet successfully? As Warschauer29 argues, access to and use of the 

internet matters little without the skills to take advantage of the systems.  
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“…the internet?” 

This has always been the slipperiest part of the phase, and is probably getting worse as 

screens and form factors proliferate. More-connected families have always been able to 

toggle between email, instant messengers, games, client programs like financial 

management software, and the browser. Only the browser experience is necessarily 

utilizing the World Wide Web – the rest may only be “on the internet”, and the two are 

not synonymous.  

The quality of hardware, software and network connections matter, too.  The difference 

between what one can accomplish in 15 minutes, sitting in a dusty cybercafé with a few 

machines sharing the same dial-up connection, and what one can accomplish “back at 

the office” with dual monitors, multiple cores and a T1 line is astounding.30   

Mobile phones—as well as tablets and other devices which run downloadable 

applications—exacerbate these conceptual distinctions, between web and internet, and 

between internet and data, since many people are using “apps” to access content which 

previously or alternatively could be accessed via the World Wide Web. In our 

conversations with first-time, mobile-centric internet users in South Africa, we found 

some individuals who were using instant messenger clients, particularly MXit, but did 

know they were accessing the internet at the time. Others even claimed to know of and 

use popular search engines by name, but had reported to never be “on the internet”.31 

One result of this fragmentation in South Africa has been for Goldstuck to suggest 

division of the “mobile internet” into three tiers.32 

• “Tier 1: The WAP Internet (access to WAP gateways, which includes 
mobile versions of brand sites, mobile versions of traditional and new 
media publisher sites, downloads of ringtones, games and other content, 
which may only involve a single link from the phone; the typical user of 
the WAP Internet is not always aware of using the Internet).”  

• “Tier 2: The Mobile Application Internet (usage of “stand-alone” 
applications on the phone that rely on data feeds, such as Mxit, Gmail, 
and Maps; the typical user is aware of using data, but not of fully 
accessing the Internet)”  
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• “Tier 3: Mobile Web Browsing (usage of a web browser to access the 
World Wide Web from the phone – understood by most users to 
represent full Internet access)”  

Meanwhile, efforts are underway to extend the reach of the internet to low-resource 

communities by giving it “offline” skins and interfaces that would bring it even beyond 

“tier 1” – to people with no data access at all. SMS servers and gateways can query 

databases33 and services like Google, Twitter, and Facebook.  Voice servers can read and 

write to web pages34 and wikis35, meanwhile simpler mechanisms, like “blackboard 

bloggers”36 may take online content and republish it in offline ways.    

This is not to say that all cases are problematic; most people, most of the time, know 

when they are interacting with “the internet”…but as ubiquitous computing scenarios 

proliferate, as, in the parlance of this volume, the “seamlessness” of internet 

experiences increases to the point where awareness of online status fades, as chatty 

portable internet devices store, use, and broadcast our locations and activities (with our 

without our approval), and particularly, as tens of millions of midrange phones begin to 

hide the data channel behind standalone applications, survey respondents should not 

be expected to always know when they are “online”.  

Implications for surveys and questionnaires 

The scenarios and questions raised by the data analysis and explication exercise suggest 

that the traditional method of asking about internet access is increasingly problematic.  

The march towards smart homes, cloud-based computing, and ubiquitous devices from 

tablets to TVs to laptops continues to strain the method from one direction, while the 

rapid uptake of inexpensive data-enabled handsets among those with no other forms of 

internet access may soon strain it from another.   

The single most important message to would-be questionnaire writers is to craft 

questions and question sequences in a format that grants no implicit/default privilege to 

the Personal Computer, as the means of accessing “the internet”. We wish to caution 
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against designs which start with PC-based internet use, and then modify it with ‘extras’ 

such as mobile internet use. Respondents should be able to accurately share their full 

sweep of their internet behaviors, even if there is no PC in sight. 37   

The incremental fix 

The first way to do this might be, space willing, to ensure clear conceptual separation 

between devices, channels, venues, and uses.  Questionnaire writers might still elect to 

do what the recent Pew AudienceScapes surveys have done, asking first about “the 

internet” in general, before diving into an interlaced litany of devices and venues. As 

long as the items include “mobile only” and “non-PC” experiences alongside PC 

experiences, this should work.  However with populations with no previous PC/internet 

experience, such a setup may miss those in the lower tiers of mobile internet use who 

don't know they are online.  

Depending on the purpose of the survey, a set of questions employing this incremental 

fix might include: 

• Devices/screens 

• Channels (dial-up, DSL, cable, cellular/wireless) 

• Ownership/control (public, shared privately, or owned personally) 

• Venues (home, telecentre/café/library, workplace, school, mobile) 

• Functions (email, social network, search, information processing, music 
entertainment, news, etc.) 

• Agents (from devices that run on people’s behalf to humans accessing 
the net on other’s behalf) 

• Costs (free access, pay-as-you-go, or postpaid/unmetered) 

These items are likely to require conditional nesting, into cascading matrices of items as 

required; though it is unlikely that the full multidimensional matrix will be explored. 

The radical fix 
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A more radical fix avoids representing a ‘digital divide’, in favor of something more like 

the spectrum described by Lenhart and Horrigan.38  One route is to offer clusters or 

archetypes which could be shared with respondents, such as, “Which of the following is 

most like you? Which is least like you?” 

• David never uses the internet. He has a simple cell phone but doesn’t use 
computers. 

• Mary uses internet on her cell phone, she chats, does searches, and can 
update her social network profile on her phone.  She uses a PC from time 
to time at work or school, but doesn’t own one. 

• Adam has a PC at home and uses it for all kinds of things, like 
downloading moves and surfing the net.   

• Kate’s family has a DVR and downloads videos from the internet to watch 
on the TV. She has a smartphone and a tablet and toaster that downloads 
its own software updates.  

Another approach recognizes that the number of permutations and dimensions involved 

with internet access may now be too numerous (and multidimensional) to capture in 

even a single spectrum.  Instead, discrete combinations of venues, devices, and 

purposes could be generated on the fly, like a conjoint.39  

• Do you check email, from a phone at work 

• Do you watch videos, on a tablet, at a telecentre 

• Does a friend help you do instant messaging on a PC at home? 

• Do you do searches, on a PC, at school, 

With a big enough sample, clusters of context-specific internet behaviors might emerge, 

and would provide a different conceptualization of what use looked like across a 

population.  That new representation would come at the cost of comprehensive details 

about any one individual respondent; but it is a radical fix, in that it is not supportive of 

efforts to standardize and generalize, nor is not possible to track a figure like “number 
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of internet user per 100”, in the ITU style40, if one has abandoned a single definition of 

use.41 

Discussion: it matters how we ask 

This is not exclusively a discussion about methodological minutiae for closed-end 

questionnaires. These questions about frequencies and distributions of internet access 

and use are reflective and reinforcing of a certain theoretical, design, and policy 

orientations towards the phenomenon of internet access. Previously, while almost all 

internet access was observable in discrete PC-based events (and, conversely, almost all 

telephonic activity occurred via landlines), these events could be aggregated and 

summed in to patterns of use and non-use; the number of people “online”, and the time 

they spent online, could be easily quantified. When those aggregations revealed 

consistent patterns of more-use and less-use between subsections of the US (and later 

world) populations, discussion of “digital divides” naturally followed.42  

Concurrently, and importantly, many scholars questioned the stark “binary” nature of a 

divide, pointing instead to a set of gradations based on skills and/or on frequency of 

access.43  Yet the popular metaphorical and rhetorical pull of the binary divide was 

strong, and, when coupled with the explosion in mobile phone use around the world, 

perhaps irresistible. By the middle of the first decade of the 21st century, some were 

suggesting that mobiles would “close” the divide.44 This formulation has become quite 

common, so much so that a web search in October 2012 for [“Digital Divide” + “Mobile”] 

in Google and Bing yielded 4.3 and 2.1 million hits, respectively. By treating access as a 

binary thing (and demanding metrics to assess it) the combined efforts of industry, 

researchers, NGOs, and policymakers helped solidify a popular fixation on the question 

“how often do you access the internet?”  

The overall concept of binary access need not disappear entirely from the policy and 

research domains.  The ITU’s statistics, for example, have revealed steady but not 
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perfectly-distributed advancements in the number of landline, mobile, and broadband 

connections per 100 people. In the future, those numbers will probably continue to 

mark progress towards the moment where nearly every human being has at least one 

way onto the internet.  But we return to the uncertainty around the answers to that 

core question:  “How often do you access the internet?”  The central assertion of this 

paper has been that, thanks to more “ubiquitous” experiences in the Global North, and 

thanks equally to more low-functionality, mobile experiences in the Global South, the 

question is increasingly flawed.   

The realistic, pragmatic, minimum implication of this flaw is to tinker with the question. 

To treat it carefully, and to craft questions and question sequences in a format that 

grants no implicit/default privilege to the PC as the means of accessing “the internet”. 

We would know we had succeeded in removing the implicit privilege afforded to the PC 

if the phrase “PC internet” became as common in the literature as “mobile internet”.  

The less realistic, probably radical, implication of this flaw is to abandon it entirely, 

abandoning a line of questions to assess a presumed universal “internet” experience in 

favor of ones which identify patterns, commonalities and interdependencies between 

contextually-situated uses of a variety of devices, applications, and systems which 

happen to share a reliance on some similar digital protocols like IP and the URL. This re-

pivot may work for some specific research projects—indeed it might be possible to 

create context-specific instruments with the input of study participants—but may not 

work for the broader policy community which requires globally generalizable survey 

items, at least until everyone is, indeed, “online”.   

Neither incremental and radical responses reject the PC, rather they reframe it as one 

mode among many. The irony here is that it may not the connected family or the smart 

home of the future that gets us, as researchers, to a PC-neutral research frame, but 

rather the growing numbers of less-connected households in Nairobi, Accra, Dar es 

Salaam, and so on. This brief paper focused on the methodological implications of the 

spread of data-enabled handsets in the developing word for research drawing on survey 
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instruments.  As more individuals and households in these environments are finding 

their way online without a PC; the least we can do as researchers is to have our 

instruments reflect these patterns.   

These refinements to our instruments can support our theoretical endeavors. If our goal 

is to measure and compare internet use across geographies and income levels, our 

survey and questionnaire items need to be more nuanced and flexible. If our goal are to 

explore one or more of a growing heterogeneity of use cases (where “the internet” as 

experienced by first-time mobile only users in South Africa is not the same “internet” as 

the one accessible via fiber to the home in California or the one accessed via a 

telecentre/café in Beijing), then researchers may feel empowered to deviate from that 

traditional “how often do you access the internet” question.  In either case, whether 

refining a mile-wide ITU-style sweep or sharpening the mile-deep dive, the shift to a 

more fluid and multifaceted operationalization of “internet use”, if widely adopted, may 

help reframe theoretical discussions of what it means to interact with the world’s digital 

data networks, and how and where these increasingly diverse interactions fit into users 

lives. 
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