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Background: The Western Cape Provincial Government uses digital intermediaries to facilitate
information sharing between individuals, communities and the government. Digital
intermediaries are shared facilities where communities can visit and have access to information
and communication technology (ICT) and the internet. Communities benefit economically,
socially and politically by using free access to ICT and the internet from intermediaries’
facilities to share information with the government. There seem to be disparities between the
roles of the different stakeholders in information sharing. These disparities often result in poor
communication between the government and communities, and also poor government
services delivery.

Objectives: This research investigated how intermediaries can enhance information sharing
between government and communities in the Western Cape Province.

Method: This study adopted a qualitative research approach by using semi-structured
interviews. Purposive sampling was used to collect qualitative data from 15 participants from
different intermediaries” staff in the Western Cape Province. A narrative analysis approach
was used to analyse the data.

Results: The study found that intermediaries intermediate between communities and the
government by providing free access to ICTs, provide basic computer training and access to
computing resources and serving as an information hub. The study also found that operating
hours, lack of resources, skilled staff and communication challenges adversely affect
information sharing.

Conclusion: This study recommended that intermediaries are supported to increase the
number of resources and facilities and the number and levels of training in the province to
cater for more communities. This study further recommended an increase on operational
hours, and communication channels between the government and intermediaries.

Keywords: government; intermediary; information sharing; ICT; Western Cape; information;
community library; e-centre.

Introduction

Using information and communication technology (ICT) to share information is rapidly increasing
worldwide (Gil, Cortés-Cediel & Cantador 2019; Hashmi, Dahar & Sharif 2019; Nwanekezie,
Choudrie & Spencer 2016). Governments of many countries, including South Africa, use ICT to
enhance information sharing with their citizens. The enhancement is crucial for the citizens’
social, economic and political well-being (Furuholt & Seebe 2018; Hashmi et al. 2019; Nwanekezie
et al. 2016).

Information sharing between communities and the government is essential in encouraging
communities to participate in the political life and decisions made by the state (Falco, Zambrano-
Verratti & Kleinhans 2019; Nwanekezie et al. 2016), and to address communities” issues such as
health, safety and crime, and education (Van der Westhuizen & Swart 2016). Worldwide,
communities have actively participated in local issues and decision making within their
communities, which increase the effectiveness of governance and efficiency in governments’
delivery of services to the citizens (Falco & Kleinhans 2018; Gil et al. 2019).

Even though the Western Cape Provincial Government (WCPG) has expanded its services and
information online through ICT and enhanced public participation, there are still digitally divided
communities. These communities do not have access to modern ICTs (Nwanekezie et al. 2016;
Stoltenkamp, Kabaka & Kies 2013), and they often cannot use ICT to share information with the
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government (Lediga & Fombad 2018; Nwanekezie et al. 2016).
These communities often lose out on opportunities to access
timeous government information and miss out on the
opportunity to participate in political life and decisions made
by the government. The inability to share information also
leads to the government not knowing issues, suggestions, and
challenges faced by communities, thus resulting in inefficient
government service delivery (Furuholt & Saebe 2018).

In response, both the South African national government and
WCPG have established initiatives to resolve and reduce the
digital divide challenge. This was achieved by building public
libraries and E-centres with affordable ICT access for the
communities (Kapondera & Namusanya 2017; Watat & Jonathan
2020), which act as intermediaries between the citizens and the
government. These intermediaries serve as facilities where
communities can Visit, access government information and
services, and have free or affordable access to ICT.

Despite the best efforts of the government and other
stakeholders involved in the intermediaries, there seem to be
disparities between the roles of the different stakeholders in
information sharing (Chigona et al. 2010; Lwoga & Chigona
2018). These disparities are caused by, amongst others, the
intermediaries” low level of computer literacy, lack of
understanding of how to adapt to using the new technology
that might require more time than they could afford,
inadequate infrastructure and a severe shortage of qualified
staff (Lwoga & Chigona 2020; Stoltenkamp et al. 2013). These
disparities often result in poor communication between the
intermediaries, government and communities, and poor
government services delivery. The communities miss
opportunities to access timeous and accurate information, and
the government might not precisely know services desired by
the communities which often results in poor service delivery.

Objectives

This research investigates how intermediaries can enhance
information sharing between government and communities
in some locations in the Western Cape Province. The
following objectives guided the study:

® Assess the current state of information sharing between
communities and government.

e Investigate the intermediate roles of intermediaries in
enhancing information sharing between the government
and communities.

e Explore challenges faced by intermediaries in enhancing
information sharing between the government and
communities.

® Suggest recommendations for enhancing information
sharing between communities and the government.

Literature review

It is important to understand why and how communities use
intermediaries’™ premises facilities to share information with
the government. This section achieved this by discussing
public participation in governance, the role of intermediaries
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ininformation sharing, and the challenges that intermediaries
face that affect information sharing between communities
and the government.

Public participation in governance

Information sharing between communities and the government
is essential to encourage community participation in political
life and decisions made by the state (Gil et al. 2019; Nwanekezie
et al. 2016), and to address communities’ issues and services
such as health, safety and crime, and education (Lim et al. 2018;
Van der Westhuizen & Swart 2016). When communities
participate in public matters and share information with the
government, the government will become more aware about
communities” issues, improving overall government service
delivery (Gil et al. 2019; Lim et al. 2018). Therefore, public
participation is an essential feature for democracy and, in most
cases, an enabler for efficient service delivery by the government
(Falco & Kleinhans 2018; Gil et al. 2019).

Current approaches for information sharing
between communities and government

Governments around the globe, including South Africa, are
using ICT as a strategy to enhance information sharing with
communities besides the traditional (face-to-face) approach
(Aji, Tsuroyya & Dewi 2018; Nwanekezie et al. 2016). This
digital strategy includes enhancing information sharing and
providing services using ICT, including electronic
government (e-government) and mobile government
(m-government) platforms. This strategy helps communities
to have access to accurate and timeous information.
Communities can use digital platforms such as forums on
government websites, telephone, and electronic mail (email)
to send suggestions, complaints, and comments to the
government (Kanaan et al. 2019; Nwanekezie et al. 2016).

Despite the availability of the ICT approach for information
sharing, some communities still prefer the traditional
approach. However, the traditional approach is associated
with challenges such as lack of timeous and accurate
information, thus excluding their involvement in publicly
participating in matters that affect them (Kanaan et al. 2019;
Memarzadeh & Jahany 2014; Sandoval-Almazan & Gil-
Garcia 2012). Some communities still do not have access or
do not know how to use ICT to communicate with the
government. The South African government established
initiatives where communities can visit public spaces and use
facilities to share information with the government. These
establishments are referred to as intermediaries.

Role of intermediaries in information sharing
between communities and the government

An intermediary denotes a middle party that serves as a bridge
between two or more parties. A social and a digital intermediate
serves a similar purpose: providing information and services to
communities, and both terms can be used together as an
intermediary. For this study, intermediaries are public
community centres and libraries, including those who manage
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and work at those facilities. These are public facilities that
communities can visit and use available ICTs and the internet
to share information with the government (Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017). Digital intermediaries facilitate public
participation and information sharing between the government
and communities (Furuholt & Seebo 2018). Intermediaries
provide free access to ICT, provide basic ICT training, and serve
as an information hub (Chege, Kiplang’at & Rotich 2019; Gil et
al. 2019; Kapondera & Namusanya 2017). Th e following section
will discuss the roles played by intermediaries in assisting
communities to share information with the government.

While intermediaries serve as places where communities can
visit and access ICT, printing, basic computer training, and
other ICT services (Kapondera & Namusanya 2017;
Stoltenkamp et al. 2013). Communities can have free access to
ICT, especially those travelling long distances to access
government offices” information and services (Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Lwoga & Chigona 2020). Using the
facilities found in the intermediaries can lower costs incurred
whilst interacting with the government, especially where the
government offices are far from the communities (Alenezi et
al. 2017; Baeuo, Rahim & Alaraibi 2016). Even though some
communities might save travelling costs, some communities
far from the intermediaries might still have to incur travelling
costs to reach the nearest intermediary.

The digitally divided communities that, amongst others, lack
basic ICT skills face challenges when using ICT to share
information with the government (Lediga & Fombad 2018;
Nwanekezie et al. 2016). To address the lack of skills,
intermediaries provide communities with free basic computer
training to increase opportunities for marginalised communities
and enhance public participation (Gcora et al. 2015; Kapondera
& Namusanya 2017; Lwoga & Chigona 2018). The training
allows communities to gain computer skills to access
government information and resources and improve their lives
by participating in government programmes (Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Lwoga & Chigona 2018).

Facilitation of information sharing between
government and communities

Digital intermediaries have ICTs within their premises. These
technologies include telephones, computers connected to the
internet and faxing machines they can use to facilitate
information sharing between communities and the
government (Furuholt & Seebo 2018; Lwoga & Chigona 2018).
Intermediaries assist communities by helping them create
personal email accounts through which they can send and
receive messages from the government (Nwanekezie et al.
2016). Sometimes, intermediaries may allow communities to
use telephones in the premises to call government officials
(Furuholt & Seebo 2018). Intermediaries also facilitate
information sharing by assisting communities to access and
navigate through government websites. Intermediaries train
communities on how to use available ICTs so that they can
use platforms such as email and the internet to share
information with the government (Kapondera & Namusanya
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2017). Notably, this facilitation enhances information sharing
between communities and the government.

Intermediaries’ challenges affecting information
sharing

Despite the government providing communities with various
information and allowing communities to share information
with the government, enhancing collaboration in public policy
formulation, some communities still lack sufficient financial
resources and means to physically visit government's offices
(Gil et al. 2019). Communities are provided with digital
platforms to access ICTs facilities available at the intermediaries
to share online distributed government information (Gil
et al. 2019). However, many challenges are hindering the
enhancement of information sharing between communities
and the government. These challenges include: shortage of
skilled labour, lack of adequate resources, and operating hours
of the intermediaries (Kapondera & Hart 2016; Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Lwoga & Chigona 2018; Uys & Pather 2017).

Shortage of skilled staff affects intermediaries’ ability to
support and manage the facilities (Kapondera & Hart 2016;
Kapondera & Namusanya 2017). The lack of ICT skills of the
intermediaries’ staff may affect them in assisting communities
to share information with the government, since they may not
be able to assist those communities which are lacking or are
without ICT skills. As communities are expected to learn ICT
skills such as basic computer literacy (Furuholt & Seebe 2018),
the intermediaries” employees need to possess such skills to
assist them. Intermediaries” managers and staff receive basic
ICT training that aims to provide them with ICT skills that
they can use to assist communities in sharing information with
the government. However, the literature highlights that the
intermediaries” staff should acquire more than just basic ICT
skills for them to assist and train communities. Furthermore,
intermediaries operate with insufficient resources, including
financial, human, facilities and infrastructure found within
their premises (Kapondera & Namusanya 2017; Lwoga &
Chigona 2018; Uys & Pather 2017). The local and provincial
government provides the intermediaries’ infrastructure and
facilities, but the funding provided to maintain and service the
facilities is insufficient (Gcora et al. 2015; Kapondera & Hart
2016; Lwoga & Chigona 2018).

Intermediaries also have to contend with poor infrastructure
and shortage of resources such as technologies (Breitenbach
2013; Hassan et al. 2010; Kapondera & Namusanya 2017). At
some intermediaries, technologies are outdated or non-
functional. Breitenbach (2013) and Gcora et al. (2015) stated
that non-functional technologies can affect the way
intermediaries provide their services and how communities
use these facilities. Mbatha (2016) added that outdated
technologies and software can affect how communities use the
intermediaries” premises and facilities. Obsolete technologies
can negatively affect the way an intermediary renders the
service. It takes a long time to fix, update, and maintain the
broken and outdated technologies in some cases (Mbatha
2016), which negatively affects services offered to communities.
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Shortage of facilities such as ICT is a common problem that
intermediaries and communities face. Some intermediaries
do not have enough computers, and their internet connections
are inadequate and slow (Gcora et al. 2015; Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Nkosi & Mekuria 2010). Mbatha (2016)
additionally noted that the computers are usually not working
in most intermediaries, and sometimes the internet is offline.
Operating hours of intermediaries is also a challenge that
some communities face. In some cases, intermediaries operate
from Monday to Saturday during government-set working
hours (Kapondera & Namusanya 2017). As a result of the
operating hours and the number of communities each
intermediary serves, each community member is allocated
only 45 min daily to use computers and the internet
(Stoltenkamp et al. 2013). While more intermediaries are
being built to provide information and services to underserved
communities, communities are faced with varying
intermediaries operations (Uys & Pather 2017). The operating
hours of intermediaries affect the accessibility and the use of
facilities in the intermediaries (Gcora et al. 2015). The
operating hours’ challenge might mean that the staff might
not assist all communities seeking assistance simultaneously
and within the allocated time to use computers in a day.
Furthermore, communities that are busy or working during
the formal government working hours find it challenging to
use intermediaries’ facilities because of the operating hours.

Methodology

This study used a qualitative approach to understand how
intermediaries can enhance information sharing between the
government and communities in the Western Cape Province.
This research required in-depth engagement with the
intermediaries to get a comprehensive insight into the
problem being addressed. Data were collected from 15
participants from different intermediaries in the Western
Cape Province. All intermediaries were part of the
government initiative ‘Smart Cape’. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with the participants.
Eleven participants are intermediaries’ managers, and the
remaining participants are general staff who serve roles such
as those of a manager and assistant to the managers.
Purposive sampling was a suitable way to choose the sample.
In this study, the interpretive paradigm was more pertinent
to explore meanings and knowledge about the intermediation
role in information sharing between communities and the
government. While people interpret reality differently, an
interpretive approach resulted in an understanding of the
phenomena which was being investigated from different
participants in this study.

Purposive sampling was chosen to sample staff in the
e-centres or community library. A sample was drawn from a
pool of intermediaries that the government established. Two
intermediaries were from Thusong centres, while the
remaining were from Smart Cape Access centres. Both types
of centres serve different communities within the Western
Cape by offering them free access to ICTs, basic computer
training, and access to government information and services.
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This study collected qualitative data through semi-structured
interviews from 15 participants that took place at the
comfortability of the intermediaries’ geographical locations.
Interviews were used to gain an in-depth understanding of the
research problem being investigated. As far as the study
collected qualitative data and data analysis were concerned, a
narrative analysis with the adoption of Atlas.ti, a qualitative
data analysis tool, was used to support the analysis and coding
of the data. The study followed a four-stage methodology to
analyse the data. The first stage after collecting data was
transcribing and translating data to English for some cases
where participants responded in Afrikaans or isiXhosa. The
data was captured on Microsoft Excel, and related data were
grouped to identify themes. The next stage was to edit Atlas.ti’s
headers to match with the headings saved on the Microsoft
Excel spreadsheet and import the spreadsheet to Atlas.ti. All
responses from participants were saved in an individual
document. The next stage was to query the data by finding
answers, grouping all related responses, and grouping them as
themes. The last stage was to link the identified themes with
the research objectives, and finally, the last stage involved
carefully describing the results. These stages were transcribing
interviews, grouping related data, linking data to the conceptual
framework, and analysing and describing results (Scott 2009).

Results

The findings are based on the perceptions of the participants
from intermediaries within the Western Cape Province. Two
core themes emerged from the data: the role of intermediaries
in enhancing information between the government and
communities and challenges faced by intermediaries
affecting information sharing.

Role of intermediaries in enhancing information
sharing between communities and the
government

Intermediaries play an intermediation role in enhancing
information sharing between communities and the
government. The study found that the intermediate role is
achieved by providing communities with free access to ICTs
and basic computer training and intermediaries serving as an
information hub.

Providing free access to information and communication
technology

The study found that amongst other available ICTs, each
intermediary is equipped with computers connected to the
internet. Some intermediaries have a Wireless Fidelity (Wi-Fi)
connectivity, whereby communities can connect their mobile
devices to the internet and access government information:

“We have the WiFi, we got a free Wi-Fi, it is for everyone; you just
need to have a library card first and then a good thing about it is
that you get 500 MB every month for free.” (Participant 6, female,
E-Centre manager, 34 years)

“We've got 15 computers upstairs that are for free, you just need
to have a library card to use them and, we got 5 computers here,
but these ones are only for e-resources.” (Participant 3, female,
E-Centre manager, 49 years)
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‘In this centre we have computers, free Wi-Fi, telephone, smart
phones, library management software, office operations
software, Smart Cape, social media networks, email, intranet,
etc.” (Participant 11, male, E-Centre manager, 35 years)

‘We have 5 computers connected to the internet, keyboards,
mouse; we also have one printer, therefore the centre manager
and the developing manager is in charge of this printer.’
(Participant 1, female, E-Centre manager, 28 years)

The findings from the study show that intermediaries do not
have the same number of computers on the premises. One
reason is the number of communities being served within a
specific area. However, communities can make use of the
available facilities to communicate with the government.

Providing basic computer training

The study found that six intermediaries offer basic computer

training to the communities. The basic computer training aims

to equip communities with skills to use a computer and the

internet. The skills acquired from the computer training also

assist communities to share information with the government:
’[... Blasic things like how to start a computer, how to register
yourself, how to log into emails, and how to do a word document,
excel, etc.” (Participant 9, female, E-Centre staff member, 30 years)
“We also have a computer literacy that we give free of charge to the

public, those who don’t know how to use a computer we do teach
them how to.” (Participant 2, female, E-Centre manager, 41 years)

In one intermediary who does not offer computer training,
they assist the communities in need:

“We don’t really have a person who trains, who is more advanced
or who understands computers better.” (Participant 4, female,
E-Centre manager, 37 years)

Intermediaries serving as an information hub

The intermediaries provide information to communities.
This information is business information, government
information, information about intermediaries and their
services, jobs, and research information. When communities
visit the intermediaries, they may use ICT to access any
information provided should they wish to do so. Information
is also provided to communities through pamphlets, posters,
word of mouth, newspapers provided by the government or
printed by the intermediaries. Communities seeking such
information can find such information when they visit the
intermediaries, and communities can benefit from receiving
the information they are seeking;:
‘[W]e are also involved in small businesses, people who are maybe
looking for [on] information on how to start a business and so on
we have a section for that, so we have to make sure that section is
up to date.” (Participant 2, female, E-Centre manager, 41 years)

“We have a section for jobs, where people come and they ask for
information about jobs vacancies, we have newspapers that we
keep aside then people can come and have a look and make copies
if they want.” (Participant 7, male, E-Centre staff member, 30 years)

“We have print-outs of all the careers that the City of Cape Town
is offering. We update it on a daily basis if there is something
new.” (Participant 11, male, E-Centre manager, 35 years)
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‘Our role is to help people get the information they need at the
library, for example, information relating to employment
opportunities.” (Participant 8, female, E-Centre manager, 44 years)

Even though most of the information searched and required
by communities is electronically accessible through ICT,
intermediaries must also ensure that information supplied to
them by the government and other non-governmental
organisations that they print for communities is timeous. This
is done to ensure that the communities have access to timeous
and accurate information, as also the latest editions of books:

‘[W]e are also involved in small businesses, people who are maybe
looking for information on how to start a business and so on we
have a section for that, we have to make sure that that section is up
to date.” (Participant 5, male, E-Centre manager, 51 years)

‘We must empty the returned books shelf every morning because
if we don’t do our shelving and patron phones and they need a
book then we won't find it in the shelf.” (Participant 3, female,
E-Centre manager, 49 years)

Therefore, intermediaries ensure that the information they
provide to communities is timeous and accurate . Even
though the information is provided through the internet, and
intermediaries do not control it, however, they can ensure
that they assist communities in accessing recent and updated
content on the internet. Having access to timeous and
accurate information assists communities to be up to date
with the information from the government, which will help
them make informed decisions regarding public matters that
affect them. Only when communities share information with
the government, the government receives such information
and is aware of communities’ needs, enhancing the
government’s information and service delivery.

Facilitation of information sharing between communities
and the government

The study found that intermediaries currently facilitate
information sharing between the government and
communities. All participants, except one, stated that they
play a role in assisting communities with sharing information
with their government. The study found that there is a need
for communities to communicate with the government. It was
found that some communities communicate with the
government to have access to government information. This
information includes, amongst other, information regarding
social grants applications, information about the South African
Revenue Services (SARS), and information about vacant
government jobs. Responses from participants endorse this:

‘Basically the need for them to communicate with the government
is that they can know about the job vacancies which are available
on the government website.” (Participant 6, female, E-Centre
manager, 34 years)

’[...TThe main thing is that they are just looking for information.”
(Participant 10, male, E-Centre manager, 34 years)

Participants also justified why communities should make use
of intermediaries to share information with the government.
The reason amongst others is the cost and time to visit the
government offices:
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“You have to go through different modes of transport to visit the
government offices/departments and that is very costly.’
(Participant 1, female, E-Centre manager, 28 years)

“The best way for them to communicate with the government is
if they come and visit our centre and go online because they
won't be able to physically go to the offices or department.’
(Participant 8, female, E-Centre manager, 44 years)

‘It’s because most of the government is not with the people. So
[the] internet is the one that makes things to be much easier,
faster and that is the only connection we use.” (Participant 10,
male, E-Centre manager, 34 years)

The study also found that some communities that stay close
to government offices are not affected by transport costs to go
to government offices physically. However, sometimes, they
may choose to visit the intermediary to avoid the long
waiting period at the government offices, or an appointment
they need to make to see a certain person:

’[...Blecause you have to make an appointment in order to see a
very certain person who works with certain departments.’
(Participant 3, female, E-Centre manager, 49 years)

The study also found that some intermediaries help facilitate
information sharing between the government and
communities. The first thing that was noted from the
responses was that most of the communities that visit the
intermediaries are not computer literate, and the
intermediaries will then train them on how to use the
computer and the internet for them to communicate with the
government on their own:

“You will find that most of the people that need these services are
not computer literate. ... So that is our job that when they come,
we facilitate the process, we help them step by step on how to do
it.” (Participant 5, male, E-Centre manager, 51 years)

’[...W]e will assist them doing that so that they can know how to
do it themselves in the future.” (Participant 1, female, E-Centre
manager, 28 years)

It was found from the study that some intermediaries
facilitate information sharing between communities and the
government by creating free email accounts for the
communities and help them use those email accounts to
communicate with the government:

“We assist them to create an email account.” (Participant 8, female,
E-Centre manager, 44 years)

Another participant stated that they facilitate information
sharing between communities and the government by
putting posters from the government on the noticeboards for
communities to read.

In some cases, intermediaries monitor what the communities
send to the government when they assist them by ensuring
that if the communities are sending messages to the
government, it should be about matters about the community
or community concerns:

‘Any form of communication that one passes or when one
communicates to the government should be of community
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concern not politically concerned.” (Participant 8, female,
E-Centre manager, 44 years)

Another intermediary stated that they do not monitor or
intervene with communities when using the internet or
sending out emails to the government. The intermediaries
will facilitate the communication process by helping the
communities to send the emails regardless of the recipient:

‘[...I]f the people want answers or they want a website where
they can complain; the only thing that we do is that we just guide
them to that website and then they go to there and we can’t
intervene.” (Participant 5, male, E-Centre manager, 51 years)

‘They just write whatever and then they just send to whoever;
that’s how they communicate.” (Participant 10, male, E-Centre
manager, 34 years)

Challenges faced by intermediaries affecting
information sharing

The study found that a lack of effective communication
between intermediaries and the government is a challenge
faced by some intermediaries that would choose to
communicate with the government. One respondent stated
that sometimes they do not get answers from the government,
and even if they receive responses, it is usually unexpected:

‘T'd say the challenges would be when you don’t get the answer
that you were wishing for, or sometimes people will interpret the
response in their wrong perspective.” (Participant 6, female,
E-Centre manager, 34 years)

‘Of course, the government has all these challenges because you
made [an] application and you don’t get a response and then you
must resort to some other ways of getting the information like
you have to contact someone there and make inquiries.’
(Participant 6, female, E-Centre manager, 34 years)

Another participant showed they do not communicate
directly with the government, and they have to communicate
to the government through their managers:

‘I can’t answer that one because we only communicate with our
seniors, and then they're the ones who are communicating with the
government.” (Participant 4, female, E-Centre manager, 37 years)

The ineffective communication brings a misunderstanding
between the government officials and the intermediaries,
affecting how they render their services. The challenge of the
reporting channel where they must communicate with their
seniors, who will then communicate with the government,
takes time, resulting in delayed responses from the government.

The study found that sometimes intermediaries will call for
community meetings to address some of the government
services offered by intermediaries, but some communities do
not attend those meetings. These meetings are often
announced verbally as some communities do not have
computer skills, and calling the meetings through the email
platform would not be efficient:

‘It's very clear you can organise a meeting then you find that it's

only the regular people that come to attend those meetings, and this
is challenging.” (Participant 10, male, E-Centre manager, 34 years)
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Another participant added that the communities’ lack of
computer skills becomes a serious problem because calling
for a meeting through word of mouth takes time, and some
communities do not even receive the message. They could
use other means such as email services, but some communities
lack computer skills:

‘Communities do not have computer skills.” (Participant 15,
male, E-Centre manager, 41 years)

The study also found that some communities are very
impatient when intermediaries train them to use computers,
the internet and email services. This becomes a challenge
because some communities cannot read and respond even if
intermediaries send out emails:
‘Sometimes when you are teaching a person, they are not patient.
They would want to go and the time you dedicated to help them
to gain skills is wasted.” (Participant 2, female, E-Centre manager,
41 years)
‘Most of the time I don’t know why when you give them a
computer, they are always afraid of a computer.” (Participant 9,
female, E-Centre staff member, 30 years)

Discussions

The study found that intermediaries serve as an information
hub. This information ranges from business information, career
information, and information about the communities, to
government information. Communities visit intermediaries and
make use of the internet and email to communicate with the
government. The findings from the study echo the literature that
state that some communities might have minimal knowledge
and ability to make use of the internet and email. Intermediaries
must possess ICT skills to assist communities unable to use ICT
to communicate with the government. The study found that
participants have ICT skills that they use to assist communities
in communicating with the government. Communities can save
on travelling costs to visit government offices (Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Stoltenkamp et al. 2013).

The study also found that there are different technologies
available to intermediaries and for the communities to use.
All intermediaries are equipped with technologies such as
computers that are connected to the internet. These computers
assist communities to share information with the government.
However, the study found that not all intermediaries have
the same technologies in their respective premises. The
technologies found at all the intermediaries” premises were:
computers, printers, copy machines, and telephones.
Intermediaries serve as a place where communities can visit
and access ICT, printing, basic computer training, and other
ICT services (Kapondera & Namusanya 2017; Stoltenkamp et
al. 2013). The study found that available ICTs assist
communities to communicate with the government.
Therefore, it is crucial to ensure that all technologies work
and serve their purposes to enhance information sharing
between communities and the government.

Intermediaries also enhance information sharing between the
government and communities by providing basic computer
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training that assists communities in using ICT and the internet.
The finding supports the literature stating that intermediaries
provide basic computer literacy lessons (Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Lwoga & Chigona 2018; Stoltenkamp et al.
2013). After communities receive the training, they might use
ICTs available to communicate with the government and
access online government information and services. However,
the literature does not show or prove if that is met.

The shortage of skilled intermediaries’ staff is one challenge
that impacts how communities use technologies to share
information with the government. In terms of shortage of
skilled staff, intermediaries” managers and staff should
receive training that could help them acquire skills to
assist communities in using technologies (Kapondera &
Namusanya 2017; Stoltenkamp et al. 2013). In addition, some
intermediaries face challenges of lack of adequate resources
and operating hours. Operating hours is the limited time
during which intermediaries are open to serve communities.
The study found that not all intermediaries have a similar
type, quality and same number of ICTs. It can take up to 6
months for some intermediaries to repair a broken technology
such as a computer. Each community member is allocated 45
min daily to use the available computer and the internet,
which is barely enough for most members (Kapondera &
Hart 2016; Stoltenkamp et al. 2013; Uys & Pather 2017). The
study also found that some intermediaries operate from
Monday to Friday. This might impact communities that can
not use intermediaries during the week and are only available
during the weekend when intermediaries are not operational,
thus affecting the use of ICTs to communicate with the
government. The published literature does not show how the
shortage of skilled intermediaries affects how communities
share information with the government.

Intermediaries face challenges when communicating with
the government and with communities. The major challenge
is ineffective communication faced by intermediaries, which
is slow responses and ineffective communication. This
supports the literature findings that state that the South
African government undoubtedly faces challenges such as
slow response rates to communities’ requests, inconvenient
hours offered by the government institutions, and long
distances to reach government offices (Mawela, Ochara &
Twinomurinzi 2017):

‘I think our biggest challenge is the marketing, to market the
E-centre in the community.” (Participant 13, female, E-Centre
staff member, 39 years )

This challenge may affect how communities communicate with
the government through intermediaries, because if they do not
know the services offered, they may not visit intermediaries.

Conclusion

This study explored the intermediation role in information
sharing between the government and communities in
Western Cape, where intermediaries provide information to
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communities and serve as an intermediate between
communities and the government.

Communities can realise many economic, social and
communication  benefits from wusing intermediaries
(Kapondera & Namusanya 2017, Lwoga & Chigona 2018).
Communities benefit economically and socially when they use
these intermediaries and their services, including free basic
computer training, saving travelling costs to visit government
offices, and having free access to ICTs, government information,
and services. The findings from the study echo the findings
from the literature that state communities benefit from free
services and cost-saving (Lwoga & Chigona 2016; Stoltenkamp
et al. 2013). Some community members can save transport
fares by visiting intermediaries (Kapondera & Namusanya
2017; Stoltenkamp et al. 2013). Using the facilities found in the
intermediaries can lower costs incurred to interact with the
government, especially when the government offices are far
from the communities (Alenezi et al. 2017; Baeuo et al. 2016;
Sarrayrih & Sriram 2015). Communities in the Western Cape
Province could benefit from using intermediaries to share
information to save transport fares and all costs associated
with communicating with the government if they were using
their technologies. Therefore, communities that reside close to
intermediaries can use available technologies by the
intermediaries to enhance information sharing.

In offering these services, intermediaries face challenges of
limited operational hours that affect the time allocated to each
community member to use the services, lack of skilled staff
and lack of adequate resources. The study also found that a
common challenge is perceived ineffective communication
between intermediaries, government, and communities.

A participant stated that:

‘T'd say the challenges would be when you don’t get the answer
that you were wishing for or sometimes people will interpret the
response in their wrong perspective.” (Participant 6, female,
E-Centre manager, 34 years)

Another participant added:

‘most of the time I don’t know why when you give them a
computer they are always afraid of a computer.” (Participant 9,
female, E-Centre staff member, 30 years)

The Western Cape Government communities are affected
by challenges intermediaries face, including limited operating
hours, lack of skilled staff, and lack of adequate resources.
These challenges affect the way intermediaries’ facilities
communicate with the government, thus slowing down
communication between communities and the government.

Several measures are recommended to enhance information
sharing between communities and the government by using the
intermediaries: increase resources, increase operational hours,
improve internet speed, increase communication channels
between the government and intermediaries, increase number
and levels of training, and provide more intermediaries.
Increasing the number of resources was the first suggestion.
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This includes the number of computers provided in every
intermediary’s premises. Furthermore, the number of staff
could be increased and the number of technicians to assist with
repairing and maintaining non-functional ICTs. Besides, the
number of training should also be increased to provide
intermediaries staff with adequate skills to assist with
information sharing between communities and the government.
There is a need for further research to determine if the training
received assist intermediaries to share information with the
government. It will be interesting to explore the aspects covered
in that training to determine if those training can assist
intermediaries in enhancing information sharing and
determining if there should be room for improvement.

Intermediaries, where possible, could extend operational hours
and operate every day. Moreover, after increasing the number of
resources, intermediaries should also extend the time allocated
to each community to use the computer every day to an accepted
time frame by communities. Therefore, it proves that if the
government and intermediaries address the challenges
intermediaries face, that will enhance information sharing
between the government and communities in the Western Cape.

This study focused on the intermediaries in the Western Cape
Province and, hence, is not a representative of intermediaries
inother provinces in South Africa. Therefore, itis recommended
that future research is expanded to other provinces. The focus
on communities and intermediaries also means that
government representatives were not participants in the
research. Therefore, it is also recommended that future research
participants should also include government officials. This
will help explore views from communities, intermediaries and
the government to develop a conceptual framework that can
enhance information sharing between communities and the
government in Western Cape, and the rest of the country.
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