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1. Background and problem statement

The aim of this paper is to examine the role, use and impact of the Web in the public
sector in KwaZulu Natal province. The paper will answer the following questions: what
are the characteristics of the Web users in the public service in KwaZulu Natal? What are
the types and nature of ICTs (Information and Communication Technology) that are
accessible and available to the civil servants? What training is needed by civil servantsin
the Web use? What are the roles and functions of the technology? And what are the uses
and impact of the Web?

The concepts Internet and the Web are increasingly used interchangeably although there
are also widely held views suggesting that the Web is part of an Internet. The Internet is
largely defined as a massive ‘network of networks' based on a sophisticated networking
infrastructure that connects several computers globally together into a seamless
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information and communication superhighway (e.g. Webopedia 2004, Kling 1999 and
SOFTWeb, 2002). The Web is observed as simply way of accessing, sharing or
exchanging information through the medium of the Internet by use of HTTP protocol that
is one of the languages spoken over the Internet, to transmit data (SOFTWeb 2002).
Recent reports pinpoint the Internet (and assumingly the Web), followed by cell phones,
to be the most used modern information communication technology.

The study on Web technology is relevant in modern development, particularly in Africa,
where the needs and use of ICTs is either low or less developed and also where
embracing information society and knowledge society as a new way of life is a major
challenge. In terms of human needs, use of the Web has been echoed by numerous
researchers as both fundamental and healthy, especially in public offices, where the
impact and consequences of information technologies take into account the interaction
within ingtitutions and culture, particularly in Government Ministries (Kling 1999, Carol
1998 and RHO 2002). While these are true reflections of enhancing the interaction and
impact of the Web in the world, it is doubted whether the Web interaction and impact in
work environments such as the civil services, which is considered to be the largest formal
occupation in most countries, including in KwaZulu Natal Province, is considered. Thus,
it is doubtful whether the social dimensions of the web in workplaces is sufficiently
accounted for.

The role of the Web is widely discussed in many studies. For instance, Gomez and
Martinez (2003) and Spears, Postmes and Wolbert (2000) concur that the Web is the
technology that facilitates the sharing of information and increases the functionality of
communication between different individuals and groups of people throughout the world.
The Web increases productivity, since it is a tool for teamwork, a vehicle for
organisational communication, and a tool to aid decision- making processes. Teamwork
is one of the Web’s main growth areas, often referred to as CSCW: computer-supported
co-operative work. The assumption in this domain is that the Web may be used to
facilitate collaborations over long distances. Frequently, this involves "virtual teams'
which spearhead the development of networked organizations (Spears, Postmes and
Wolbert 2000). Kling (2000) reiterates that the Web enables people and organizations to
extend their abilities in accessing data and in communicating, the Web restructure the
workplaces through the ways in which it is incorporated into the everyday lives of those
who use it, and the Web enables people and organizations to reduce some of the
communicational restrictions of space and time.



RHO (2002), Hopmann (2003), Ajit (2003) and Becta (2003) observe that the
introduction of the WWW/(World Wide Web) to desktops has allowed individuals to do
their own information seeking and retrieval instead of turning to corporate librarians. In
addition, they pinpoint that the Web presents important new opportunities to enhance
training, especially for rura health workers, for example Websites reduce barriers
associated with distance, allowing health workers to learn in their own workplace and in
their own time; email provides learners with opportunities for interactive communication
with trainers and other learners. Kling, (1999), Hanna(2003) and Ajit (2003) are of the
view that the use of the Web has great potential to improve and enhance organizations
and society. This view is shared by Guvenen (1998), Becta (2003) and Vernon (2001)
who observe that the use of the Web will improve the way we do work and communicate
in our daily life. It is assumed that the Web is a tool that is used in administration and
management. For example, in government ministries the Web is used to store and
communicate essential information in order to reinforce existing decision-making
structures. Guvenen (1998) and Kling (2000) caution that at the present time, the Web
constitutes a powerful resource and information exchange tool. In addition, they note that
on the one hand, it allows the spreading of information and on the other, it facilitates the
search for and reception of information. It must be noted that Web-enabled organizational
change is the explicit arrangement of information technology for the purpose of enabling
changes in the practices, processes or structures of an organization. They add that Web-
enabled change targets an organization® processes, structure, management, culture and
competitive position for positive change. The latter authors caution that at the point of
production, rearrangements in the IT (Information Technology) infrastructure can shift
patterns of worker interaction, communication, and process workflow, thereby
streamlining operations and increasing production efficiency. They further opine that
organizationaly, it's unique capacity to expose and inform the work process diminishes
the need for a supervisory middle-management role to coordinate work, and so flattens
the organizational hierarchy and enables flexible process-oriented organizational
structures to be implemented. They note that industrially, the Web extends the reach and
influence of an organization outside of its traditional boundaries to establish strengthened
linkages with external companies, consumer bases and electronic markets.



Gurstein (2003), Kling (1999) and RHO (2002) are of the view that Web has brought
about a dramatic reduction in the cost and time involved in storing, processing and
transmitting information, leading to a fundamental reshaping of the labour market and
society as a whole. They add that the resultant shift in the structure of skills, work
patterns, companies, goods and services makes very different and new demands on
workers and employers. flexibility, trust, commitment and ability to anticipate and
harness change. They further caution that this gives rise to great concerns in terms of job
security, work content, obsolescence of skills and the relationship between working and
living patterns. Thus, they opine that the Web has a powerful capacity to shrink distance
and improve access to information and services. In advancing these sentiments,
Spence(2003) & Hanna (2003) are of the view that Web plays a key role in the economic
and socia developments of each country by improving the efficiency and effectiveness of
public administration, business and other activities. They pinpoint that this is because the
Web is strategically important factor for social and economic changes. They add that the
Web and digital infrastructures are tools to provide people with more convenient access
to information and services.

2. Research methods & procedure

This study is largely informed by the Diffusion of Innovation theories as well as the New
Public Administration (NPA) theory. The pilot study focused on uMhlathuze City
(comprising both of urban and rural settlements) in the KwaZulu-Natal province. The
main study will sample the whole province. The study targeted civil servants in the top,
middle and lower management levels or positions in four purposively selected
government departments in the area, namely: Department of Arts and Culture, Education,
Health and Home Affairs. These sectors were selected judgementally and purposively
because their levels of spread in the province and rural or community reach is relatively
high when compared to other sectors. Thus, these Departments/Ministries are scattered
throughout the province and are quite service intensive as they cater for the majority of
the population. Through a survey design, we sampled the sectors by using multistage and
purposive sampling techniques. The three stages involved, firstly, identification of highly
spread and service intensive government departments. Secondly, categorisation of civil
servants in the selected departments into top, medium and lower level management and
lastly, was the division of the service areas into rural or urban based centres. The
respondents were grouped as outlined in Table One. A self- administered questionnaire



that was largely closed- ended or structured (80%) helped the researcher to capture data
in the following broad areas. respondents characteristics, types of 1CTs available within
the government departments surveyed, accessibility, uses and roles of the Web, training
needs on the Web and the impact of the Web. The response rate was 81% of 95
distributed questionnaires. A higher response rate originated from the Department of
Education. Empirical data of the survey was analyzed using largely descriptive statistics
and with the help of dsatistical package of social sciences (SPSS) and Excel.
Methodological problems related to the length of the gquestionnaire (i.e. too long) and
need for permission to conduct research in the civil services. The researcher may also
consider reaching ordinary civil servants in order to compare levels of ICT (Web)
interaction and use.

3 Results

The results will focus on personal information of the respondents, accessibility,
accessibility to ICT tools and the Internet, interaction with the Web, impact of the Web
and problems encountered.

3.1 Personal information

This section comprises personal information, which identifies the respondents according
to their job titles, positions, departments where they worked, highest qualification, age,
gender and their level of management.

3.1.1. Distribution by government ministries/departments

Responses were obtained from all of surveyed departments, which translated into an 81%
response rate, with departmental distribution as shown in the Table 1 below.

Table 1: Distribution of Respondents by Government departments (n=80)

No. of No. of

questionnaires responses
Government departments distributed received
Arts & Culture 20 20
Education 35 20
Health 20 20
Home Affairs 20 20
Total 95 80




3.1.2. Age of the respondents

A significant number (43%) were aged between forty and forty nine years. Those aged
between thirty and thirty nine years (34%) were also significant. The targeted
respondents age category is reflected in figure one.

Figure 1
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3.1.3 Gender

The majority of the respondents were males (64 %). This is consistent with the widely
held perception that males till occupy most of the management positions. Figure 2
indicates distribution of respondents by gender.

Figure 2
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3.1.4 Highest qualifications obtained

All respondents had tertiary education. Table 2 below summarizes the responses.

Table 2: Characteristics of the respondents by highest qualifications (n=80)

Civil servants

Certificate 3 4

Bachelors

Doctoral

3.1.5 Distribution by Position

Table 3 below indicates distribution of respondents by positions of employment. There
are cases when top level managers did not use their job titles as known in the civil service
and preferred to call themselves administrators, instead of, for example, Deputy Rector
etc.

Table 3: Characteristics of civil servants by positions of employment (n=80)

Position N %
Centre director 22 27
Deputy centre director 3 3
Departmental officer 5 6
Assistant officer 2 3
Administrator 6 8
Educator 8 10
Technician 6 8
Medical practitioner 3 4
Computer professional 25 31
Total 80 100%




3.1.6 Distribution by level of management

The majority (65%) of the respondents were top managers. Table 4 below summarises the
responses.

Table 4: Characteristics of respondents (n=80) by Level of Management

Level of Management Number %0
Top/strategic Management 39 49
Middle/tactical Management 31 39
L ower/operational Management 10 12

Total 80 100

3.2 Accessibility to ICT tools including the Internet

3.2.1. Accessibility of ICT tools and services

Evidently, ICT tools and services for civil servantsin government departments are widely
available. Comparatively, there is significant Internet (71%) and Intranet (91%) access.
Thus, there is a strong Web access. Figure 3 below summarizes the results.



Figure 3
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3. 2.2. Internet access

The majority of the respondents (98%) had Internet access on their computers in the
offices. A significant number also had Internet access at home (44 or 55%) and both at
home and in the office (55 or 69%).Table 5 provides the summary.



Table 5: Internet Access by the Civil Servants (n=80)

Variables Responses
Yeson my desk in my office 78
Y es we share in the office 0
Yes at home 44
Both at home and in the office 55
Mobile e.g. lap top computer and 12
mobile phone 0

No

Note: Table represents multiple responses.

3.4. Interaction with the Web
3.4.1. Web and Internet Skills

Both Web (73%) and Internet (61%) skills received high ratings. Table 6 below
summarises the responses obtained. Although both ratings are positive, we wonder
whether the respondents could clearly distinguish between the two.

Table 6: Rating of Internet and Web skills by respondents (n=80)

Internet skills Web skills

Rating N % N %
Poor 5 7 0 0
Enough to make me 26 33 22 28
work

Good 15 19 26 33
Very good 21 26 21 26
Excellent 13 15 11 13
Total 80 100 80 100

10



3.4.2. Use of the Web
Evidently, most of the respondents use the Web for research, to communicate among
| themselves and for information retrieval. Table 7 below summarises the responses.

Table 7:Use of the Web (n=80)

For research purposes

To communicate with fellow colleagues

For e-commerce

Table represents multiple responses
3.4.3. Time spent on the Web

The magjority of the respondents spend an average of 1- 5 hours per week on the Internet.
Figure 4 summarizes the responses obtai ned.

Figure 4
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| 3.4.4. Other sources consulted

Print media (69%) are the next most consulted sources after the Web. Figure 5 below
summarizes the responses from the respondents.

Figure 5
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| 3.4.5. Need for more training on use of the Web

Slightly more than half (55%) required training on information retrieval. The responses.
for training needed on emailing (35) and on the Internet skills (46) are rather
contradictory. Figure 6 below summarizes the multiple responses.
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Figure 6

Need for traing in use of the Web

Emailing

Infomation Retrieval
Databases
Presentations

File/records management

Spread sheet 2l )

Inter net

Word processing

Publishing

50

60

Figure above represents multiple responses

3.5. Impact of the Web

3.5.1. Increase in work productivity and creativity

Most respondents (97%) agree that the Web had increased their work productivity and

creativity. The Table below summarises the responses obtained.

Table 8: Web increases work productivity and creativity (n=80)

' Respondents

Options N %
Strongly disagree 0 0
Disagree 1 1
Undecided 2 3
Agree 66 82
Strongly agree 11 14
Total 80 100

13




| 3.6. Problems encountered in using the Web

The findings indicate that the majority (31%) of the respondents do not know how to use
the Web because they do not have time and cannot solve basic hardware problems. Table
9 below summarizes the multiple responses of the respondents.

Table 9: Problems encountered in using the Web (n=80)

Responses Respondents %
| am computer illiterate 3 4
Management is busy al the time 25 31
| can not use file management facility 0 0
| cannot use word processing 3 4
| cannot use the computer for accounting or spread sheet 2 3
| cannot use database 0 0
| cannot use presentations programmes 0 0
| cannot send an E-mail 3 4
| do not know how to use the Internet 0 0
| do not know how to connect Network into my PC 0 0
| cannot set-up my PC 24 30
| can not solve troubleshooting problems 15 19
| can not maintain my PC 21 26
| cannot use windows and keyboard 0 0

* Table presents multiple responses

4. Discussions and Conclusions

Most respondents were over 30 years (73%), with the largest age category between 40-49
yrs (43%). The number of males (64%) was higher than that of females. Thisis consistent
with the widely, held perception that males still occupy most of the management
positions. A large number of the respondents had either a bachelors degree(40%) or a
masters degree(44%) qualifications. Noteworthy is that most respondents were in the
middle and top management positions (70 or 88%). There was no comparison made on
the levels of Web interaction between the three categories. This level of analysis will
require exploring when a large data set is obtained. The majority of the respondents had
Internet access (98%) on their computersin the office.
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Observably, a significant number also had Internet access at home (44 or 55%) and both
at home and in the office (55 or 69%). Both ICT and web availability and accessibility
ratings were high. There was a significant Internet (71%) and Intranet (91%) access,
implying also a high Web access. Surprisingly, the use of lap top computers (85%) is
quite high, suggesting that Web access can be flexible and possible at al times. Access to
mobile phones (100%) is high athough the phones may not necessarily belong to the
employer/civil service. It was also noted that most of the respondents had excellent Web
skills (68%) and Internet (73%) skills. This was established largely by using some
International Computer Driving Licence (ICDL) checklist requirements.

Expectedly, most of the respondents used the Web for research (80) to communicate with
colleagues (80) and for information retrieval (78). Training needs still exist largely in
information retrieval and general Internet use (perhaps the International Computer
Drivers Licence can support this need). When it comes to time spent on the Web, most
(83%) spend 1-5 hours per week on the Web. There were also a significant few (11%)
who spend over 16hrs on the Web. Most respondents agreed (77 or 97%) that the Web
increases their work productivity and creativity. It was also noted that print media (69%)
featured highly in ratings of use after the web. The researcher expected that the civil
servants would rely on colleagues but also realised that such interaction is increasingly
achieved through the web. The common problems that affect Web interaction mentioned
in this study are - inadequate time to explore and to learn how to use the Web (31%) and
the knowledge of basic computer maintenance skills (for example, car drivers are
expected to know at least how to change tyres).

Future research will explore:
using alarge sample from the province
comparing interaction between various categories of the civil service ( e.g. top,
middle, lower management as well as ordinary civil servants)
Reviewing the research instruments and

Dealing with ethical issues ( e.g. permission to collect datain the civil services)
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Web access is increasing both through the Internet and through mobile phones. The
technology interfaces are also increasing and improving, both in quantity and quality. We
strongly recommends that Web users should be given the opportunity for training, at least
to master ICDL levels of Web knowledge and skills. Training on information retrieval
should be intensified at all levels.
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