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Title of the Impact Case Study: “Yabelana”, age-inclusive ICT innovation for service delivery
in South Africa

Submitting University: North-West University, Optentia Research Unit, Faculty of Humanities
Summary of the impact:

“Yabelana” (referring to “sharing”) is a first-of-its-kind self-sustaining technology artefact with
context-specific service delivery information, accommodating both older (push button) and
smartphone technology. Three interrelated trends informed this innovative development:

(1) Older persons in sub-Saharan Africa are the fastest-growing population group on a
(population-wise) very young continent;

(2) Concurrently technology is leapfrogging throughout Africa — across socio-economic
groupings, across generations, and

(3) Deficits in service delivery, affecting older persons disproportionally.

Older South Africans’ proper inclusion in technology for accessing information and services
often lags for various reasons, primarily due to the underreporting and misrepresentation of
their use of cell phone technology largely driven by ageism. This project explored ICT not only
beyond youth but also as an Intergenerational Contact Zone (ICZ). With older generations in
mind as end-users, the Yabelana ICT ecosystem consists of a website, an app and a USSD
code, promoting access to a service delivery repository for all generations to support well-
being across the lifecourse. The process of developing and implementing the Yabelana
artefact has been published as an open-access book by Springer: Age-inclusive ICT
innovation for service delivery in South Africa: A developing country perspective
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-94606-7.

Underpinning academic work:

The Yabelana technology artefact is the result of dedicated research and community
engagement conducted by the Optentia Research Unit, North-West University. We collected
both quantitative and qualitative data on older South Africans’ cell phone use to understand
the situatedness of a cohort of older participants—their needs and preferences in relation to
cell phone technology and the social systems (intergenerational relations and service delivery
needs) that determine and facilitate their ICT use. To drive the development of the Yabelana
ecosystem, we adopted two main approaches:

(1) Older individuals’ active participation in the design of the artefact, despite their limited
competence in cell phone use and low literacy levels.

(2) Involvement of trained younger people, drawing on the following social engagement
strategies:

e pair older and younger people who share similar sociocultural contexts as they are
familiar with guiding social norms;

e create a safe interpersonal connection before introducing the technology;

¢ work in dyads and small groups to ensure optimal engagement; and

e encourage socialisation before and after the technology introduction to mitigate possible
ineffective group dynamics.


https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-94606-7

The data collected for the development of the artefact also informed broader principles for
Information and Communication Technology (ICT) interventions to address the needs of older
individuals and promote their health and well-being aligning with the UN Decade of Healthy
Ageing (2021 — 2030).

Narrative description of the impact:

Older persons quickly demonstrated agency and eagerness to use the new technology,
mastered the application, and were able to access information on their cell phones. Younger
participants in qualitative research expressed their realisation that older persons are eager and
capable of learning new technologies. Within the North-West University, acknowledgement
came in the form of the Vice-Chancellor's Award for Innovation and Community Engagement
in 2018. The external impact is demonstrated by the 36k X accesses reported on Springer’s
website. Altmetric has recorded 4 X posts from 4 X users, with an upper bound

of 7.649 followers according to Springer’'s webpage. In 2024, the Yabelana project was
nominated as a finalist of the World Summit on the Information Society (WSIS)+20 Forum
High-Level Event, hosted by the International Telecommunication Union and the Global
Coalition on Ageing, Geneva, Switzerland. The project’s impact is further recognised through
numerous conference presentations and invitations, including the 16" Global International
Federation on Ageing Conference in Bangkok, Thailand (2023) and an invitation to the
Organisation of Islamic Cooperation Standing Committee on Scientific and Technological
Cooperation, Islamabad, Pakistan (2024).

Evidence and sources to corroborate the impact:

NWU Community Engagement Reward: hitps://news.nwu.ac.za/lockdown-yabelana-connects-
communities-essential-services

Springer Website with metrics: https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-94606-7.

WSIS finalist: https://www.itu.int/net4/wsis/forum/2024/Home/HealthyAgeing
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Any other information considered relevant:
Positioning Yabelana within broader NWU community engagement

https://vimeo.com/438874467/17f0d22cb5



https://vimeo.com/438874467/17f0d22cb5

