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Abstract

This study is designed to determine the use of internet and internet penetration in the city of Asmara, Eritrea with
a view to inform policy makers and societal stakeholders on the implications of user behavior for future Internet
related options. Self-designed questionnaire was distributed to the districts of the city based on stratified sampling
method. 300 (86%) of the 350 distributed questionnaires were found useable on return. However, only 232 (77%)
respondents have acknowledged to have made use of the Internet in the last three months. The results show that
there is a glaring difference between the genders; female being in the minority and generally the younger ones and
young adults constituted the highest users; majority of users are single with senior secondary school certificate
followed by college graduates as highest qualification. In addition, users prefer regular visit and shorter browsing
hours and the reasons for Internet use follow the usual trend including e-mail, social networking, information
searching and video/voice calling.
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1. Introduction

The worldwide computer network dubbed as Internet has become the everyday word for different ages, sex, career,
academic status etc. bringing the world together just like a global village. From its humble beginnings as a
communications tool for use by scientists and academics, the Internet has now grown exponentially in terms of
both size and usage. Accordingly, in the past few decades, the Internet technology has shaped and transformed the
way people live, both personally and professionally.

Information and communication technology (ICT) without doubt has an important role to play in developing a
nation. Some studies noted that ICT offers remarkable opportunities for the alleviation of poverty and employment
generation as well as producing higher achievement among those who master it (Rao, 2004; Abdul et al., 2009).
Production, transportation, finance, academia, professional services, and broadcasting are some examples of
sectors that have been transformed by ICTs (Ramirez, 2001).

The Internet has been/is spreading rapidly throughout the world. This can be seen from the increase in the number
of hosts (computers connected to the Internet) and Internet users in the world (International Telecommunication
Union, 2014). The worldwide Internet penetration increased significantly from 6.5% to 51.70 % over the period
from 2000 to 2017 (Internet World Statista, 2017).

Nonetheless, the expansion of Internet is not fairly distributed throughout the world as 66% of the population (4
billion people) in developing countries was without Internet services and a remarkable case is the situation
presented from Africa. Internet in Africa is limited by a lower penetration rate when compared to the rest of the
world. For instance, Africa’s penetration rate is only 31.2 % as compared to North America’s 88.10% (Internet
World Statista, 2017).

It is evident that the gap in Internet use rates between developed countries and the African continent has tended to
widen in recent years. Most users in developed nations have a broadband connection at home whereas online
speeds experienced in Africa are still very slow and impede access to certain uses requiring large bandwidth
(Wikipedia, 2017). All measurable parameters and overall available bandwidth all indicate that Africa is way
behind the digital divide.
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Besides, Africa itself exhibits an inner digital divide, with most Internet activity and infrastructure being
concentrated in very few African countries such as South Africa (54%), Morocco (58.3%), Egypt (39.9%) as well
as smaller economies like Mauritius and Seychelles with 54% (Wikipedia, 2017). There are also other African
countries such as Togo, Burundi and Eritrea who have much lower penetration rate with only 13%, 14% and 1.3%
respectively (Internet World Statista, 2017).

Obstacles to the accessibility of Internet services in Africa include generally low levels of computer literacy in the
population, poor infrastructures, and high costs of Internet services. Power availability is also scarce, with vast
rural areas that are not connected to power grids as well as frequent black-outs in major urban areas such as Dar
es Salaam (Wikipedia, 2017).

Many scholars have attempted to articulate the determining (decisive) factors behind Internet use to understand
people’s needs and behavior in this age of information technology. Ultimately fundamental human needs—such
as communication, learning, entertainment, and sharing information and resources—were cited as key reasons for
people’s decisions to connect to the Internet. Literature indicates that different members of the global society use
the Internet for different purposes and similarly the characteristics of these users also vary.

Many authors have revealed that socioeconomic and demographic characteristics are one of the main influences
on the individual decision to use the Internet. For example, they demonstrate, among other things, that people who
have not finished secondary school show less of an interest in using the Internet service (Hargittai and Shafer,
2006; Hargittai and Hinnant, 2008; Goldfarb and Prince, 2008).

Several studies have provided evidences on the influence of socio-economic and demographic characteristics on
the use of the Internet. For instance, studies show that age influences the use of Internet and is found to be a major
driver with the younger are more internet users than the older, although the purpose may vary (Chen et al., 2003;
Oyelaran-Oyeyinka and Adeya, 2004; Penard, et al., 2013); sexual inequality in Internet access and usage with
men are more internet users than women despite the fact that there are disparities among the continents (Ono and
Zavodny, 2003; Chen et al., 2003; Oyelaran-Oyeyinka and Adeya, 2004; International Telecommunication Union,
2017; Anunobi, 2009; Penard, et al., 2013); that education is also one of the most dramatic differentiator in Internet
use in that Internet use entails high level of education (Pénard et al., 2012; Penard, et al., 2013); and different
people use the Internet for different purposes such as research, entertainment, social networking, e-commerce,
games...etc (Savolainen and Kari, 2004; Olasina, 2006; AL-Hammasany, and Heshmati, 2011; Bankole et al.,
2012); and the frequency of visits to the Internet and the length of time spent browsing is also different between
developing and developed countries (Savolainen and Kari, 2004; Borzekowski, et al., 2006). Similarly, duration
(how long people have been using the Internet) and place (whether they use at home or public places such cybercafé
public libraries, offices, etc) is also different among countries (Bankole et al., 2012; Penard, 2009). However, the
introduction of smart mobile phones and the allowing possibility of accessing internet facilities with mobile phones
in many African countries is changing nowadays the issue of venue.

It is imperative to fill this gap by identifying the characteristics of Internet users and penetration in the city of
Asmara, Eritrea where the majority of the nation’s Internet facilities are to be found. It is; therefore, the main
purpose of this paper to answer questions such as who, why, what for, where etc., in relation to the Internet users
in the city of Asmara. Similarly, we seek also to find out whether these factors are similar to those observed in
studies conducted in other countries.

To the best of our knowledge, no studies have been conducted in Eritrea to closely identify and compare Internet
use patterns and penetration rate at the individual level. It is the objective as well as the contribution of this paper
to clearly provide insights on the factors that explain Internet use and the disparities in online usage among Internet
users in the country.

2. Research Methodology

This is a descriptive survey which employed questionnaire to collect data from the Internet users in Asmara. The
study is conducted based on the primary and secondary data collected from the city of Asmara in 2017. Primary
data was collected from individual residents of the city using survey questionnaire. We distributed a total of 350
questionnaires and 300 (85.6%) useable questionnaire were returned. Individuals were contacted based on a
stratified random sample of residential addresses and were requested to give information related to the use of the
Internet. Of the total 300 respondents, 232 individuals have acknowledged to have used the Internet in the last
three months. The quantitative data gathered were collated, organized and analyzed with frequency tables,
percentages and graphs.
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3. Data Analysis

The data collected are analyzed taking into account several factors such as age, gender, marital status, educational
level and occupation of Internet users. In addition, users’ frequency, reasons for use, purposes and the motive they
want to achieve by using the Internet are also presented.

Age and Sex of Users

Results harvested through the stratified random sampling shows that out of two hundred thirty two (232)
respondents sixty one percent (61%) are males, while 39% are females. It shows that there is still a big difference
between males and females who use the Internet although one observes that females are catching up and there is a
tendency of narrowing down of this gap.

Table 1 shows respondents’ age and sex distribution and reveals that the age group (21-30) constitutes 56 % of
Internet users, followed by the age group (20 and below) which constitutes 20.6%. Relating the age to sex of
Internet users, more male children and male younger adults use Internet than their female counterparts. The result
supports the former literal works which asserts that the male youth are the largest users of the Internet.

Table 1. Age and Gender of Users

Age

Below20 21-30 31-40 41-50 50 andabove Total
Male 22 76 25 9 9 141

(45.8) (58.5) (73.5) (81.8) (100) (60.8)
Female 26 54 9 2 0 91

(54.2) (41.5) (26.5) (18.2) (0) (39.2)
Total 48 130 34 11 9 232

(100) (100) (100) (100) (100) (100)

Marital Status and Educational Level

Responses on marital status and educational attainment of Internet users are displayed in the following tables. A
result on marital status reveals that majority of Internet users are single (72.4%) as against (24.6%) who were
married. Table 2 below presents the results. Perhaps the result that it is the single ones who use more the Internet
could be because they have less financial responsibility than married people and for this group the cost of using
Internet is affordable.

Table 2. Marital Status of Respondents

Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

Married 57 24.6 24.6
Divorced 5 2.15 26.75
Widowed 2 0.86 27.60
Single 168 72.4 100.0
Total 232 100

The result (see Table 3) shows that high school graduates constitute the single largest group (31.9%) followed by
first degree graduates which constitute 26.72% of the Internet users. Contrary to some studies our result indicates
that people with higher degrees (Masters and PhD) are the minority among the Internet users showing that possibly
there is no need of sophisticated higher education to use the Internet on the one hand, and on the other hand, the
very limited number of people with Masters and PhDs in the country could also contributed to limited number of
these group in the sample thus affecting the overall result.
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Table 3. Educational Level of Respondents

Educational Level Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent
Elementary School 7 3.0 3.0

Junior School 9 3.9 6.9

High School 74 31.9 38.8

Diploma 58 25 63.8

Bachelor Degree 62 26.72 90.52

Masters Degree 7 3.0 93.5

PhD 1 43 94.0

Other 14 6.05 100.0

Total 232 100

Gender and Education
As can be seen from Table 4 in all the schools with the exception of Junior School (22.2% to 77.8%) the number
of male Internet users is higher than the female users. However, contrary to their male parallels’majority of female

internet users are high school graduates.

Table 4. Gender and Education

Elementary Junior  Secondary B.A.Degree M.A. Degree PhD Other

Male 5 2 41 36 7 1 5
(71.4%) (22.2%) (55.4%) (62.1%) (100%) (100%) 35.7%

Female 2 7 33 22 0 0 9
(28.6%) (77.8%) (44.6%) (37.9%) (0.0%) (0.00%) 64.3%

Total 7 9 74 58 7 1 14
100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100% 100%

Occupation of Users

Regarding to employment situation of the respondents, the result indicate that students make up the majority
(34.9%) followed by government sector employees (33.2%). On the other hand, home staying housewives are the
least users of Internet with 0.86%. It seems plausible that students use the internet for conducting assignment and
researches more than other categories of respondents. Given that housewives are unemployed and more likely that
they are not attending schools, it is not surprising to see that they are the least users of internet than others. Table

5 below shows the results.

Table 5. Occupation of Internet User

Frequency Percent Cumulative Percent

Student 81 349 349

Government Sector 77 33.2 68.1

Self-employed 38 16.38 84.48

Private Sector 32 13.8 98.3

Housewife 2 .86 99.1

Other 2 .86 100.0

Total 232 100

Frequency and Duration of Internet Use

Internet users’ response on the frequency and duration of use is presented in Table 6. Pertaining to duration, the
results show that majority of users (50.8%) has been using the Internetfor more than three years. This is followed
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by those who have been browsing for the last two to three years (22.4%). Thus, it can be said that majority of our
respondents are not “newbies” (“newbies,” was defined to mean people using the Internet one year or less). With
regard to the frequency of use, the majority of users (38%) browse the Internet only one time per week. The second
largest group of browsers (23.3%) uses the Internet twice per week.

Table 6. Frequency and Duration of Internet use

Duration of Stay

Frequency Less than 1 year 1 to 2 years 2 t o3 years More than 3 years Total
1 time per 13 20 23 32 88
week (59.1) (50.0) (44.2) (27.1) (37.9)
2 times per 3 7 10 34 54
week (13.6) (17.5) (19.2) (28.8) (23.3)
3 times per 1 6 8 26 41
week (4.5) (15.0) (15.4) (22.0) 17.7)
Daily 2 5 5 15 27
(9.1) (12.5) (9.6) (12.7) (11.6)
Other 3 2 6 11 22
(13.6) (5.0) (11.5) (9.3) (9.5)
Total 22 40 52 118 232
(100) (100) (100) (100) (100)

Frequency and Length of Brows Hours

Internet users’ response on the frequency and length of hours of use is presented in Table 7. From the table, it is
evident that majority of them (52%) use the Internetonly for one hour. The second largest group of users (32.75%)
browses the Internet only for two hours. This result perhaps is influenced by the price for internet use because
relative to the standard of living of the population internet use price is expensive (that is, 1.25 US dollar per hour).

Table 7. Frequency and Length of Hours

Frequency Hours
One hour Two hours Three hours Other Total
One time per week 59 22 3 4 88
(48.8) (28.9) (14.3) (28.6) (37.9)
Two times per week 28 22 2 2 54
(23.1) (28.9) 9.5) (14.3) (23.3)
Three times per week 15 13 11 2 41
(12.4) 17.1) (52.4) (14.3) 17.7)
Daily 9 10 4 4 27
(7.4) (13.2) (19.0) (28.6) (11.6)
Other 10 9 1 2 22
(8.3) (11.8) (4.8) (14.3) 9.5
Total 121 76 21 14 232
(100) (100) (100) (100) (100)

Gender and Duration

Pertaining to the relationship between the gender of users and duration of time since they started browsing the
Internet is shown in Table 8. The result indicates that in comparison to females males are veteran surfers. Out of
118 (50.9%) respondents who have claimed to have been using the Internet for more than three years, the majority,
that is, 84 (71.2%) respondents are male users. Out of 55 (23.7%) respondents who have asserted to have been
using the Internet from two to three years the majority that is 28 (53.8%) respondents are male users. Generally,
we trace that males have been using the Internet for a longer period of time in comparison to females.
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Table 8. Gender and duration

Lessthanayear 1to2years 2to3years Morethan3years Total

Male 9 20 28 84 141
(40.9) (50.0) (53.8) (71.2) (60.8)
Female 13 20 24 34 91
(59.1 (50.0) (46.2) (28.8) (39.2)
Total 22 40 52 118 232
(100) (100) (100) (100) (100)
Money Spent per Week

As Table 9 shows, the largest group of respondents (33.62%) stated that the amount of money they spend is only
20 or less than that amount of Eritrean Nakfa (exchange rate is $1 to 15 Nakfas) per week for browsing the Internet.
The second largest group (25.86%) of users spends between 21 and 40 Eritrean Nakfa per week for browsing
purposes. As mentioned above price for using the Internet is expensive in Eritrea.

Table 9. Money Spend per week

Money

(Nakfas) Freguency Percent Cumulative Percent
MONEY 0-20 78 33.62 33.6
(Eritrean Nakfas) 21-40 60 25.86 59.5

41-60 39 16.81 76.3

61-80 10 431 80.6

81-100 16 6.90 87.5

Above 100 29 12.5 100.0

Total 232 100

Café/hotel

School
Internet

Cafe
Figure 1. Place of Using Internet

Place of Internet Browsing

The results of our study concur with the findings of similar studies in other African countries that the majority
(66.21%) of respondents use Internet cafés in order to browse the Internet. The second weakest followers (12.61%)
are those who use café&hotel and restaurants for browsing purposes. Internet use in schools is very low as almost
all of them do not have internet access with the exception of colleges who have limited internet connection.
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Undeniably, such kind of very limited access in schools can significantly affect the teaching and learning process
in general, and the quality of education, in particular. This is mainly because students and teachers/instructors do
not get up to date information and knowledge regarding new theories and research outcomes so that to be able to
conduct research. Figure 1 below presents the result.

Reasons for Using Internet

Regarding to the main reasons for using the Internet, as can be seen from Figure 2 the largest group of respondents
(19.8%) browse the Internet for emailing reasons, followed by a group who use the Internet for social networking
(16.31%) and information searching (15.44%). A significant amount of respondents also use Internet for
voice/video calling as many Eritrean have close family members living abroad; downloading music/films; and
uploading and downloading documents. Using Internet for trip reservation is almost non-existent due to poor
infrastructure of Internet (very low bandwidth) and computer networking most organizations and companies in
Eritrea even do not have websites. Using Internet for game playing is also very limited perhaps it could be that

most Eritreans living in Asmara have smart phones, which they can easily get plenty of game applications.

Upload & Download
Download Musik/Films
Social Networking

Trip Reservation
Following News
Searching Information
Voice/video calling
Game Playing

E.mailing

o 0.05 0.1 0.15 0.2 0.25

Percentage of Internet Users
Figure 2. Reasons for using the Internet

Reasons for not using the Internet

Developing countries have large segments of the population whose poverty and lack of literacy make Internet
access unthinkable. In pertinence to this we have sixty eight (68) respondents out of the three hundred (300) who
declared that they did not use the Internet in the last three months. The most important reasons people give for not
browsing the Internet are lack of interesting content (31%) in the web and lack of computer and browsing knowhow
(26%). In addition, shortage of English language is another reason as there are no websites in Eritrea with
predominantly local language in which most of the citizens speak, read and write. The available ones which most
people can access are the ones that are international are English. Even if Internet in Arabic language is available,
a very insignificant number of people do read and write Arabic. There are also others who state Internet is

expensive.
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Figure 6. Reasons for not using the Internet

4. Conclusions and Implications

The primary goal of this paper has been to examine the profiles of Internet users in the city of Asmara, Eritrea in
order to ascertain the ways in which they use the Internet and to enlighten policy makers and societal stakeholders
on the implications of user behavior for future Internet related options.This is expected to answer questions such
as who uses the Internet, for what purposes, under what circumstances, and how frequent, etc.

The data was collected in 2017 through stratified random sampling where the questionnaires were collected with
face to face interviews, which increases the reliability of the sample. The results show that there is a glaring
difference between the genders female being in the minority and generally users are found among the youth and
young adults; majority of users are unmarried with senior secondary school certificate and college degree; users
prefer regular visit and shorter browsing hours; reasons for Internet use follow the usual trend including e-mail,
social networking, info searching and video/voice calling.

This study is the first of its kind for the country and it tried to critically evaluate the trend of Internet use and
internet penetration in Asmara and provides immense scope for future studies on the impact of behavioral changes
and changes in the life style of Eritrean people on Internet usage. Accordingly, further and broader research is
needed, with regard to the usage of this technology and other ICTs, like mobile phones. This study also proves to
be vital in development of future government policy for encouraging Internet use and investment in infrastructure.
Hence, it aids in some useful regulations related to education and information technology development in Eritrea.

Despite the important benefits of information technology, digital policies are actually nonexistent or limited in
many African countries (Gillwald et al., 2010). Bridging the above divides entails not only improving Internet
access conditions (better infrastructure, high-speed service, etc.) and network coverage, training and introducing
the populace with IT technologies, but also sound national digital policies. Besides, reducing the digital divide in
the African continent requires taking into consideration technological, economic and political challenges.

In this endeavor, the Eritrean government should foster the process of making necessary investments and
adjustments in the Internet infrastructure and systems in order to be able to meet the proper demands and needs of
the citizens. Promotion of the use of the Internet in productive activities like e-government, education and business
will certainly help in availability and effectiveness. In addition, parents have to create a mechanism of following
their children’s browsing behavior in order to check any anti-social practices; society should encourage young
female adults to maximize their use.
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