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Introduction

ICT and development
The role of Information and

Communication Technologies (ICT) as
a tool for development has attracted
the sustained attention of the United
Nations over recent years. Strategic
partnerships have been developed with
donors, the private sector and civil soci-
ety, and working groups and task forces
have been established to enhance inter-
agency collaboration throughout the
United Nations system.

In 2000, the Economic and Social
Council adopted a Ministerial Decla-
ration on the role of information tech-
nology in the context of a knowledge-
based economy.1 In 2001, the
Secretary-General established a high-
level Information and Communication
Technologies Task Force to provide
overall leadership to the United
Nations on the formulation of strate-
gies to put ICT at the service of
development.2

The Millennium Declaration
adopted in 2000 underscored the
urgency of ensuring that the bene-

fits of new technologies, especially
ICT, are made available to all. To
achieve this goal, a United Nations
World Summit on the Information
Society (WSIS) was planned in two
phases. The first phase, the Geneva
Summit in December 2003, aimed to
develop political will and to establish
the foundations for an Information
Society for all. In total, 175 Govern-
ments endorsed the Declaration of
Principles3 and Plan of Action at the
first phase.4 The second phase of
WSIS is planned for November 2005
in Tunis.

Information and Communication
Technologies comprise a complex and
heterogeneous set of goods, appli-
cations and services used to produce,
process, distribute and transform
information. The ICT sector consists
of segments as diverse as telecom-
munications, television and radio
broadcasting, computer hardware,
software and services and electronic
media (for example, the Internet and
electronic mail).5 Information and
communication needs can be met by
more traditional means, such as print
media and fixed telephone lines, or
by satellite technology, mobile phones

and the Internet. Traditional tech-
nologies continue to be important for
large numbers of people around the
world, particularly in rural areas.
However, new technologies have a
vast potential for empowerment
which needs to be fully exploited.

The term ICT has been used to
encompass technological innovation
and convergence in information and
communication leading to the devel-
opment of so-called information or
knowledge societies, with resulting
changes in social interaction, eco-
nomic and business practices, politi-
cal engagement, education, health,
leisure and entertainment.6 Over the
past decade, there has been a grow-
ing understanding that these tech-
nologies can be powerful instruments
for advancing economic and social
development through the creation of
new types of economic activity,
employment opportunities, improve-
ments in health-care delivery and other
services, and the enhancement of
networking, participation and advo-
cacy within society. ICT also have 
the potential to improve interaction
between Governments and citizens,
fostering transparency and account-
ability in governance.

While the potential of ICT for stim-
ulating economic growth, socio-
economic development and effective
governance is well recognized, the
benefits of ICT have been unevenly
distributed within and between coun-
tries. The term “digital divide” refers
to the differences in resources and
capabilities to access and effectively
utilize ICT for development that exist
within and between countries,
regions, sectors and socio-economic
groups.

The digital divide is often charac-
terized by low levels of access to
technologies. Poverty, illiteracy, lack
of computer literacy and language bar-
riers are among the factors imped-
ing access to ICT infrastructure, espe-
cially in developing countries. Internet
usage figures collected by the
International Telecommunications
Union (ITU) in 2003 illustrate this gap
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Gender equality
and empowerment
of women through
ICT
“The so-called digital divide is actually several gaps in one.
There is a technological divide—great gaps in infrastructure.
There is a content divide. A lot of web-based information is
simply not relevant to the real needs of people. And nearly 
70 per cent of the world’s websites are in English, at times
crowding out local voices and views. There is a gender divide,
with women and girls enjoying less access to information tech-
nology than men and boys. This can be true of rich and poor
countries alike”.

United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan
Statement to the World Summit on the Information Society,
Geneva, 10 December 2003
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in access. For instance, in 2003, the
United States reported 5,558 Internet
users per 10,000 persons, compared
with 690 users per 10,000 persons
in Asia and 156 users per 10,000 per-
sons in Africa.7

The enthusiasm over the rapid
growth of ICT and their applications
have generated a variety of initiatives
to foster the use of ICT for devel-
opment, including research, projects,
workshops and other activities. Many
of these initiatives are directed at
addressing the growing digital divide.
Increased attention is being paid to
reviewing and evaluating the impact
of these initiatives. Early findings point
to mixed results about the impact of
10 years of experience in ICT for
development.

An InfoDev report published in
2003 suggests that despite the vast
amounts of resources that have been
invested in efforts to increase access
to ICT in developing countries and
among the poor, these technologies
have not proven as transformative as
expected.8 The InfoDev report indi-
cates that to harness ICT more effec-
tively for development and poverty
reduction, ICT must be mainstreamed
as tools for broader strategies and
programmes for building opportunity
and empowering the poor. The report
further states that the ICT for devel-
opment agenda should identify the
broader changes required in devel-
oping countries, the role ICT can have
in effecting these changes, and to be
more selective and strategic about
the attention and resources devoted
to the dissemination of these tech-
nologies.9

Gender equality and ICT

While there is recognition of the
potential of ICT as a tool for the pro-
motion of gender equality and the
empowerment of women, a “gender
divide” has also been identified,
reflected in the lower numbers of
women accessing and using ICT com-
pared with men. Unless this gender

divide is specifically addressed, there
is a risk that ICT may exacerbate
existing inequalities between women
and men and create new forms of
inequality.

If, however, the gender dimensions
of ICT—in terms of access and 
use, capacity-building opportunities,
employment and potential for empow-
erment—are explicitly identified and
addressed, ICT can be a powerful cat-
alyst for political and social empow-
erment of women, and the promo-
tion of gender equality.

This report provides a summary of
critical gender equality issues related
to ICT and development and outlines
potential opportunities for women’s
economic, social and political empow-
erment. Key strategies and tools to
address the gender digital divide in
national and international contexts are
presented. Examples of good prac-
tice on gender equality and ICT are
elaborated throughout the report.

The report focuses on the two-
fold need to address the gender divide
and reduce inequalities related to ICT
and to identify ways to use ICT pro-
actively and effectively to promote
gender equality and the empower-
ment of women.

Historical background
on attention to
gender equality 

and ICT

Intergovernmental
processes

Over the past decade, the United
Nations intergovernmental processes
have played a leading role in identi-
fying key issues and proposing strate-
gic actions to enhance women’s
empowerment through ICT. An emer-
ging gender divide was identified in
1995 by the United Nations Com-
mission on Science and Technology
for Development (UNCSTD) in
research conducted in preparation 
for the Fourth World Conference on

Women. The Commission identified
significant gender differences in lev-
els of access to, control of and
advantages accruing from a wide
range of technological develop-
ments.10 It concluded that “the infor-
mation revolution appeared to be
by-passing women; that information
society literature was silent on gen-
der issues, and that neither research
nor practical projects in the infor-
mation technology field had
addressed the specific circum-
stances of women”.11

The Beijing Declaration and
Platform for Action12 adopted at the
Fourth World Conference on Women
in 1995 drew attention to the emerg-
ing global communications network
and its impact on public policies, as
well as the attitudes and behaviour
of individuals. It called for the
empowerment of women through
enhancing their skills, knowledge,
access to and use of information
technologies.13 It also included a
strategic objective: “Increase the
participation and access of women
to expression and decision-making
in and through the media and new
technologies of communication”.14

Based on knowledge and experi-
ence that had emerged in the pre-
vious five years, the twenty-third spe-
cial session of the General Assembly,
held in June 2000 to review progress
in implementation of the Platform for
Action,15 recognized that ICT had cre-
ated new opportunities for women
and contributed to knowledge shar-
ing, networking and electronic com-
merce activities. Member States
acknowledged that poverty, lack of
access and opportunities, illiteracy
(including computer illiteracy) and lan-
guage barriers prevented women
from using ICT, including the Internet.
Steps were proposed to ensure that
women benefited fully from ICT,
including equal access to ICT-related
education, training and entrepre-
neurship opportunities and equal
access as producers and consumers
of ICT through public and private part-
nerships.16



Later that same year, the Ministerial
Declaration on Development and Inter-
national Cooperation in the Twenty-
First Century17 adopted by the Eco-
nomic and Social Council stated that,
“[t]he potential to help foster sus-
tainable development, empower peo-
ple, including women and youth, build
capacities and skills, assist small-and
medium-sized enterprises, reduce
poverty, and reinforce popular parti-
cipation and informed decision-making
at all levels is enormous”.18 The Action
Plan of the United Nations Information
and Communication Technologies Task
Force, adopted in November 2001,
aimed to “provide a platform to analyse
how programmes for promoting edu-
cation, combating diseases, promot-
ing gender equality and the empow-
erment of women and those targeting
youth, the disabled and people living
in poverty in general can be leveraged
and enhanced with ICT”.19 The
Declaration also acknowledged the
need to incorporate a gender per-
spective in different areas.20

During its forty-seventh session in
2003, the Commission on the Status
of Women recognized the importance
of this issue and considered the topic,
“Participation and access of women
to the media, and information and
communication technologies and their
impact on and use as an instrument
for the advancement and empower-
ment of women”. This was the first
time that the Commission had directly
focused on the issue of ICT and the
empowerment of women. The Com-
mission adopted agreed conclusions21

which addressed women’s equal
access to ICT-based economic activ-
ities and employment, such as through
telecentres, information centres and
business incubators. The agreed con-
clusions put forward a series of rec-
ommendations in the areas of policy
development and regulatory aspects,
access, education, employment, part-
nerships, resources, research, data
collection and good practices.
Governments, United Nations bodies,
international financial institutions and
civil society were urged to ensure

equal access for women to ICT-based
economic activities, such as small
business and home-based employ-
ment, information systems and
improved technologies; and to new
employment opportunities created by
the implementation of ICT. They were
called on to respect differences in
local languages, local knowledge sys-
tems and locally produced content in
media and communications and to
increase efforts to compile and
disaggregate statistics on ICT by 
sex and age, as well as to develop
gender-specific indicators on ICT.

In preparation for the Com-
mission, the Division for the
Advancement of Women22 in coop-
eration with ITU23 and the United
Nations ICT Task Force Secretariat24

organized an Expert Group Meeting
on Information and Communication
Technologies and Their Impact on
and Use as an Instrument for the
Advancement and Empowerment of
Women, in the Republic of Korea in
November 2002.25 The meeting con-
sidered four themes: national ICT
policies and gender equality, ICT for
participation, ICT for enhancing
women’s capabilities and ICT for
women’s economic empowerment.
The experts adopted recommenda-
tions addressed to Governments and
other relevant actors at the national
and international levels.26 The
experts recommended that all stake-
holders take action to ensure that
gender equality and women’s rights
were integrated into the World
Summit on the Information Society
and its follow-up programmes.

Advocacy on gender
equality and ICT

In 1996, the Division for the
Advancement of Women, in collabo-
ration with United Nations and NGO
partners, organized an Expert Group
Meeting on “Global Information
through Computer Networking
Technology in the Follow-Up to the
Fourth World Conference on

Women”. The Division also published
an issue of women2000 entitled,
“Women and the Information Revo-
lution”.27

A “Canon on Gender Partnerships
and ICT Development”, developed
primarily by women participants at
the first international conference on
ICT, the Global Knowledge Partnership
Conference in 1997, outlined key prin-
ciples for the development and design
of ICT, prioritizing equal participation
and gender-aware assessments and
evaluations of ICT projects and pro-
grammes.28 At the second Global
Knowledge Partnership Conference
held three years later, a specific
Women’s Forum developed a com-
prehensive set of recommenda-
tions.29 The major recommendations
included:
• Mainstreaming and monitoring of

a gender perspective in all ICT ini-
tiatives;

• Collecting sex disaggregated data
on the use of ICT and women’s
participation in policy-making as
well as developing targets, indica-
tors and benchmarks to track the
progress of women’s and girl’s
access to the benefits of ICT;

• Identifying and promoting good
practices and lessons learned on
the ways women and girls are using
ICT;

• Capacity-building towards gender
equality in education and employ-
ment;

• Enhancing democracy and wo-
men’s participation through elec-
tronic connectivity; and

• Developing research and policies
on health and environmental ha-
zards of ICT industries.
In 1998, the ITU Task Force on

Gender Issues was established within
the ITU Development Sector.30

Currently known as the Working
Group on Gender Issues,31 the group
has been a consistent advocate of
women’s empowerment and gender
equality within the ITU and in the
preparations for the World Summit
on the Information Society.32 In 2002,
ITU adopted two resolutions on gen-
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der mainstreaming—one on Main-
streaming Gender in ITU-D Pro-
grammes33—which recognized that a
“gender dimension in telecommuni-
cations” is critical to the attainment
of the goal of universal access; and
another one on Gender Main-
streaming in IT—which called for gen-
der mainstreaming in all programmes
of the ITU.34 As a result of these res-
olutions, ITU created a gender unit
with the support of the Norwegian
Government to advance the work in
preparation for WSIS.35

Advocacy for women’s improved
access to ICT, and attention to gen-
der perspectives in the development
and use of ICT has significantly
increased in the United Nations in the
context of preparations for the WSIS.
The United Nations Inter-Agency
Network on Women and Gender
Equality (IANWGE) established a Task
Force on Gender and Information and
Communication Technologies to coor-
dinate the activities of all United
Nations entities working on gender
equality and ICT in preparation for
WSIS. The Task Force produced fact
sheets on gender and ICT for WSIS
Phase I, with contributions from a
broad range of United Nations enti-
ties.36 Information on specific activi-
ties of other entities of the United
Nations can be accessed through the
inter-agency website, Women
Watch.37

WSIS: Potential 
for addressing 

the gender divide

Phase I of the World Summit
on the Information Society

Gender equality advocates from
civil society organizations, Govern-
ments, United Nations bodies and
international agencies participated in
regional and global preparatory meet-
ings and made a strong case for
including recommendations on gen-
der equality and women’s empow-
erment in the WSIS Declaration of

Principles and Plan of Action. In meet-
ings held in many parts of the world
over a two-year period from early
2002, including in Bamako, Budapest,
Tokyo, Bavaro, Paris and Geneva, gen-
der equality advocates organized their
efforts through the Gender Caucus
and the NGO Gender Strategies
Working Group.

One major success of these efforts
was the development of partnerships
and collaboration between Member
States, intergovernmental agencies
and other stakeholders which resulted
from the increased networking,
awareness-raising and knowledge
sharing in the WSIS process. While
the work of gender advocates is
reflected directly in both the WSIS
Declaration of Principles and Plan of
Action, a number of the objectives
relating to attention paid to gender
perspectives in the outcome docu-
ments were met.

One strong paragraph was included
in the first section of the Declaration
of Principles which stated, “[w]e
affirm that development of ICT pro-
vides enormous opportunities for
women, who should be an integral
part of, and key actors in, the
Information Society. We are com-
mitted to ensuring that the Information
Society enables women’s empower-
ment and their full participation on
the basis of equality in all spheres of
society and in all decision-making
processes. To this end, we should
mainstream a gender equality per-
spective and use ICT as a tool to that
end”.38

The Plan of Action contains refer-
ences to the special needs of women
in relation to capacity-building (remov-
ing the gender barriers to ICT edu-
cation and training); enabling envi-
ronment (promotion of participation
of women in formulating ICT policies);
ICT applications (e-health and e-
employment); cultural diversity and
identity (strengthening programmes
focused on gender-sensitive curricula
in formal and non-formal education
and media literacy); media (balanced
and diverse portrayal); follow-up and

evaluation (gender-specific indicators
on ICT use and needs and measur-
able performance indicators to assess
the impact of funded ICT projects on
the lives of women and girls should
be developed).

A factor inhibiting adequate atten-
tion to gender equality perspectives
was the lack of delegations at the
Summit with expertise or experience
with gender equality and women’s
empowerment issues. Many delega-
tions were comprised of trade and
telecommunications ministry staff.
Another major challenge of gender
equality advocacy in WSIS was the
assumption that gender advocacy is
primarily women’s work. Gender
equality advocates often had to lobby
for attention to gender perspectives
in the context of the regional and the-
matic caucuses within civil society
(for example, in relation to media, net-
work security and human rights).

Phase 2 of the World Summit
on the Information Society

The Declaration of Principles from
WSIS 2003 in Geneva outlined a
“common vision” for the informa-
tion society “premised on the pur-
poses and principles of the Charter
of the United Nations and respect-
ing fully and upholding the Universal
Declaration of Human Rights”.39 The
WSIS Plan of Action40 articulates 
concrete actions to advance the
achievement of the internationally
agreed development goals, including
those in the Millennium Declaration,
the Monterrey Consensus and the
Johannesburg Declaration and Plan
of Implementation.

The second phase of WSIS will
focus on the monitoring and imple-
mentation of the “progress of feasi-
ble actions laid out in the Plan of
Action”,41 including developing a 
core set of benchmarks or indicators
which can be used to evaluate ICT
for Development initiatives; survey-
ing and presenting ICT “good prac-
tices” and “lessons learned”; and
presenting the recommendations of
two working groups on Financing
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Mechanisms and Internet Gover-
nance established by the Secretary-
General of the United Nations.

Gender equality advocates have
focused on networking to address
the broad range of issues during the
preparations for the second phase
of the WSIS from a gender per-
spective.42 Priority areas for inter-
vention have included lobbying for
the incorporation of gender aware-
ness in the development of national
level ICT policies and “e-strategies”;
and developing ICT indicators and
targets as a tool for achieving the
development goals of the Millennium
Declaration.43

Financing ICT for Development
is a critical gender equality issue.
Several briefing and position papers
have been commissioned by UNDP
which have been based on consul-
tations with organizations active in
gender and ICT advocacy. The find-
ings and conclusions of the Task
Force make reference to the impor-
tance of integrating ICT policies into
poverty reduction strategies; of
funding civil society community net-
works because of their effective-
ness in expanding ICT access to
rural low-income populations; and
of identifying further ways and
means of lowering the costs of deliv-
ery to under-served markets and
promoting community access.
Ensuring adequate funding for ICT
initiatives for women, and replica-
tion and upscaling of positive inno-
vations and pilot projects, remains
a challenge which needs to be
addressed in the context of financ-
ing mechanisms.

In the formation of the United
Nations Working Group on Internet
Governance,44 gender equality was
one of the primary criteria used in
the selection of candidates. Of the
39 members, seven are women, with
a stakeholder balance of Government
(18), private sector (6) and civil soci-
ety (15). Two members of the WSIS
Gender Caucus and NGO Gender
Strategies Working Group are also
on the Working Group.

The broad definition of Internet 
governance utilized by the Working
Group includes issues related to con-
tent (such as spam and “illegal and
harmful content”), and use (such as
use of the Internet for fraud or crim-
inal activities). The Working Group has
prioritized the importance of Internet
governance in relation to develop-
mental aspects of the Internet, such
as universal and affordable access to
infrastructure, content, cultural and lin-
guistic diversity, training and capacity-
building. Gender equality issues were
covered in the developmental aspects
of Internet governance, in particular
capacity-building in developing coun-
tries and other access concerns.

There has been active and visible
gender advocacy in the work on
Internet governance. However, con-
straints in identifying clear points for
intervention and action on gender
equality are faced when Internet gov-
ernance is viewed from a largely tech-
nical perspective. Issues such as
access to infrastructure, content and
use, as well as intellectual property
rights and developmental aspects,
provide gender advocates with clearer
entry points for intervention. Oppor-
tunities need to be identified for ensur-
ing that recommendations for future
governance arrangements address
the need to create more effective
means for women to participate in
governance processes.

A Forum on Gender and ICTs for
the World Summit on the Information
Society 2005 was held in Seoul,
Republic of Korea, from 24-25 June
in 2005, with participants from 36
countries, representing academia,
NGOs, Governments, international
organizations and the private sector.
The Seoul-Gyeonggi Declaration on
Equal Participation of Women in the
Information Society45 prepared by par-
ticipants at the Forum emphasized
the need to ensure integration of gen-
der perspectives in the ICT financing
discussions, including through gender
-sensitive budgeting and specific inter-
ventions for women, taking into
account the needs of marginalized

women. In relation to ICT governance
mechanisms, the Declaration rec-
ommends establishment of multi-
stakeholder mechanisms at both the
global and national levels, with oppor-
tunities for participation of women.
Other issues emphasized in the
Declaration included the need for sex-
disaggregated data, capacity-building
in gender analysis of ICT policies and
programmes, increased employment
opportunities for women, enhanced
opportunities for women’s involve-
ment in ICT decision-making, and
investment in infrastructure and serv-
ices specifically for women.

Gender dimensions
of ICT

Analysis of gender issues in ICT
builds on previous gender analysis of
technology. Technologies are socially
constructed and thus have different
impacts on women and men.46

Women’s capacity to exploit the
potential of the new ICT as tools for
empowerment is constrained in dif-
ferent ways. Some constraints are
linked to factors that affect both
women and men, including technical
infrastructure, connection costs, com-
puter literacy and language skills.
These overall constraints are, how-
ever, exacerbated in many cases by
gender-based determinants which
particularly disadvantage women.47

Most poor women in developing
countries are further removed from
the information age than the men
whose poverty they share.48 Women
need ICT for the same reasons as
men; to access information of impor-
tance to their productive, reproduc-
tive and community roles and to obtain
additional resources. Access to ICT
can enable women and men to gain
a stronger voice in their communi-
ties, their Government and at the
global level. ICT also offers women
flexibility in time and space and can
be of particular value to women who
face social isolation, including many
women in developing countries.
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Access and effective use

In addition to physical access to
the technology and the ability to uti-
lize it, access also refers to the abil-
ity to make use of the information
and the resources provided. The fac-
tors identified as constraints to access
and use, i.e. poverty, illiteracy, includ-
ing computer illiteracy, and language
barriers are particularly acute for
women. Women are, for example,
less likely to own communication
assets, such as radios, mobile phones
and computers. In addition, women’s
access to and use of ICT is con-
strained by factors that go beyond
issues of technological infrastructure.
Socially constructed gender roles and
relationships play a key role in deter-
mining the capacity of women and
men to participate on equal terms in
the information society.49 A UNESCO
report on “Gender Issues in the
Information Society” points out that
the capability of women to effectively
use information obtained through ICT
is clearly dependent on many social
factors, including literacy and educa-
tion, geographic location, mobility and
social class.50

Women are in the minority of users
in almost all developed and develop-
ing countries. The trend for differen-
tiation in use starts early, as seen in
the United States where boys are
five times more likely than girls to
use home computers and parents
spend twice as much on ICT prod-

ucts for their sons as they do for
their daughters.51

The development of infrastructure
includes many decisions about the
location of facilities, the type of tech-
nology, and issues of costs and pric-
ing. Decisions which do not explic-
itly consider access for rural areas
and poor and marginalized social
groups, but favour urban areas with
high-end and expensive communica-
tion services and technologies, can
negatively influence access to and
use of ICT by women.

Technological aspects can have a
tremendous impact on women’s
access to and use of ICT. Mobile tele-
phony, for example, has increased the

access, ease of use and coverage
among women in rural areas in many
parts of the world. Internet radio has
also become accessible to women
through community and women-
specific spaces.

While ICT can deliver potentially
useful information, such as market
prices for women in small and micro-
enterprises, it is only one element in
a longer chain of necessary resources.
Where women have limited or no
access to roads and transport, credit
and other development inputs, access
to and use of ICT will consequently
be limited in its impact. It is there-
fore important to complement the
provision of ICT facilities with addi-
tional services and training that will
build the capacities of women as well
as men to act on the information and
knowledge accessed through ICT.52

Investment in content develop-
ment at the local level, based on local
information needs, is key to increas-
ing women’s access to and relevant
use of ICT. Greater attention should
also be paid to recognizing women,
including poor women, as informa-
tion producers, and supporting their
involvement by providing relevant
training in collecting, packaging and
disseminating local knowledge.
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The Senegalese telephone
company Sonatel, and
Manobi, a French company,
provided cell phones with
Web Access Protocol (WAP)
to rural women agricultural
producers in Senegal, thereby
extending their access to the
Internet. This technology
helped women obtain infor-
mation about market prices

of the inputs for their food
processing activities and for
the sale of their produce. The
women preferred cell phones
to computers because of the
ease of transport. Women in
the project appreciated the
economic benefits of the
technology, and other women
were interested in becoming
part of the project.a

Mobile phones for rural women in Senegal

CEMINA (Communication,
Education, and Information
on Gender)b is a Brazilian
organization with the mis-
sion of improving education
on gender equality, health
and environment issues and
strengthening poor women’s
rights and citizenship
through the use of radio. In
1995, a group of women’s
radio programmes founded
the Women’s Radio Network,
which includes 400 women’s
radio programmes distrib-
uted across Brazil reaching
thousands of listeners located

in the poorest communities.
CEMINA is committed to inte-
grating the Internet into a
more traditional media that
people are already familiar
with in order to address cul-
tural barriers which consti-
tute a major challenge to
overcoming the gender digi-
tal divide. CEMINA aims to
empower women communi-
cators by providing them
access to the Internet through
the creation of community
radio telecentres and a
defined space on the Internet
with gender content.c

Use of radio networking in Brazil



Experience has shown that reach-
ing women in developing countries,
particularly in rural areas, is facilitated
by using multiple forms of media and
communications technologies, i.e.
ensuring that new technologies, such
as computers and the Internet, are
combined with technologies that
reach more women such as radio,
television and print media. The pro-
vision of relevant local language con-
tent, via affordable and easy-to-use
technologies that are accessible to
an audience with limited reading skills,
is crucial if ICT are to meet the needs
of women in developing countries.

Public access centres 

One of the strategies adopted to
increase access of remote areas and
marginalized groups to ICT is the
development of public access cen-
tres, such as telecentres, information
centres or cybercafes. Telecentres can
be part of existing institutions—such
as health centres, schools and com-
munity centres.

In many cases, the location of and
arrangements around public access
centres are decided without consid-
ering the constraints for women, such
as inappropriate opening times (includ-
ing evenings), security issues and lack
of transport. Women’s multiple roles

and responsibilities may limit the time
they have available to use such facil-
ities. In addition, women tend to have
less disposable income to spend on
communications than men. Tele-
centres can fail to reach women
because attention is largely focused
on the hardware, and not on content
of information or the social context.53

As a result, it is further maintained
that public ICT facilities have a ten-
dency to become men-only spaces;
effectively inhibiting women’s
access.54

The availability of women support
staff and trainers in these facilities

can facilitate women’s and girls’ use
of ICT resources. Some experiences
of telecentres around the world have
shown that women are more com-
fortable with women-trainers and, in
some cases, able to participate more
effectively in women-only training
environments.55 The recruitment of
women as managers of telecentres
does not automatically ensure greater
access by women in the community.
An evaluation of telecentres funded
under the Acacia programme in Africa
indicated that women consistently
make up less than one-third of tele-
centre users even when female train-
ers and facilitators and women-
targeted training materials are made
available. Other solutions proposed
include having women-only times at
existing telecentres or developing
women-only spaces in these cen-
tres.56

Facilitating women’s access to
appropriate content is critical to ensur-
ing that women can fully exploit the
opportunities of public access cen-
tres. Repackaging and augmenting
information (downloading, simplifying,
adapting information to local contexts
and translating into local languages),
and documenting and uploading local-
origin information, are critical steps
for enhancing the relevance and use
of telecentres for women.57

There are positive examples of use
of public access facilities to increase
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In 2002, UNESCO explored
the potential of ICT to con-
tribute to poverty reduction
in nine locations within five
countries in South Asia.
Access to ICT represented
real and symbolic access to
modernity, the future, edu-
cation and knowledge. ICT
centres constituted a space
in which people could
develop a sense of change
and possibility. The study
showed that gender per-
spectives played a signifi-
cant part in determining

both the barriers as well as
the positive effects of ICT for
empowerment. Social and
economic exclusion due to
gender-based restrictions on
mobility was found in many
households, with most
women’s interaction gener-
ally restricted to their
immediate family, a few
neighbours and some
extended family. The restric-
tions resulted in narrowing
women’s access to the infor-
mation and resources that
ICT centres provided.d

Impact of women’s use of telecentres in South Asia

As women became
involved in the Baduria ICT
Centre in West Bengal, India,
they reported that they
gained more respect in their
local communities as a result
of the ICT skills acquired at
the centre—learning to use a
computer and accessing and
distributing information to
local people. This resulted in
greater respect at both the
family and community lev-

els. Younger women felt they
were able to approach the job
market with greater confi-
dence. There was also an
emergence of solidarity;
since women learned to use
computers together at the ICT
Centre, they often discussed
their problems, creating a
sense of unity among them
and bringing forth leadership
qualities.e

Benefits for women of an ICT centre in India
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