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Gender equality 
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of women through ICT



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-
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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



Later that same year, the Ministerial
Declaration on Development and Inter-



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,



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.

women2000 and beyond September 2005
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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-



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.2;

of womsupanspand
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women’s access to and use of ICT.
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munity that can both respond to these
issues and take action.89 The
women’s movement has begun to
address the enabling role of ICT in
combating violence against women.
The Internet has been used effec-
tively to mobilize activists against
pornography.90

Women’s groups must participate
in the development of policies, leg-
islation and other actions to combat
the exploitation of women and girls.
One critical approach is to increase
women’s use of the space provided
by ICT to discuss and debate vio-
lence against women on the Internet.

Potential for 
empowering women

In developing countries, there has
been an increase in pro-poor ICT for
development initiatives. A study by
the International Development
Research Centre of Canada (IDRC) on
ICT for poverty reduction strategies
states that trends show that “ICT
have been applied to systemic
improvements important to poverty
reduction such as education, health
and social services delivery, broader
Government transparency and
accountability, and helping empower
citizens and build social organization

around rights and gender equality”.91

However, the study also cautions that
while documentation of experiences
is increasing, there continues to be
a need to consolidate research and
evaluate lessons that will facilitate
effective ICT for development strate-
gies, including support for pro-poor
initiatives such as girl’s access to pri-
mary education.

Women’s empowerment is
focused on increasing their power to
take control over decisions that shape
their lives, including in relation to
access to resources, participation in
decision-making and control over dis-
tribution of benefits. For women who
can access and use them, ICT offer
potential, especially in terms of reduc-
ing poverty, improving governance,
overcoming isolation, and providing a
voice. However, existing persistent
gender discrimination in labour mar-
kets, in education and training oppor-
tunities, and allocation of financial
resources for entrepreneurship and
business development, negatively
impact on women’s potential to fully
utilize ICT for economic, social and
political empowerment.

There is a growing body of evi-
dence on the benefits of ICT for
women’s empowerment, through
increasing their access to health, nutri-
tion, education and other human

development opportunities, such as
political participation. Women’s sus-
tainable livelihoods can be enhanced
through expanded access of women
producers and traders to markets, and
to education, training and employ-
ment opportunities. By using one of
the most important democratizing
aspects of the Internet—the creation
of secure online spaces that are pro-
tected from harassment—women are
enjoying freedom of expression and
privacy of communication to oppose
gender discrimination and to promote
women’s human rights.

Experiences throughout Africa,
Eastern Europe, Asia, Latin America
and the Caribbean illustrate creative
solutions to provide access to and
use of ICT as a tool for participation
and, most importantly, to contribute
to women’s empowerment. For
example, the Multimedia Caravan proj-
ect in Senegal provided rural women
with the opportunity to develop their
own ideas on how ICT can be used
to further their development needs
and goals. In Kenya, women and men
weavers were trained in using the
Internet to learn new weaving tech-
niques and access more realistic
prices for their products. In Uganda,
the Uganda Media Women’s
Association established a radio pro-
gramme—Mama FM—where women
can actively participate and learn about
development issues such as human
rights, children, governance, nutrition,
health, among others. In Poland, the
Network of East-West Women dis-
seminated information to enhance
women’s participation in the European
Union accession process in European
Union candidate countries. These proj-
ects illustrate the scope of ICT and
clearly show that technologies such
as radio, television and CD-ROMs are
perfectly acceptable, and in many
cases more effective forms of ICT
than web-based solutions, as they
can resolve issues such as language,
illiteracy or access to the Internet.92

The advent of new technologies
and the growing convergence of all
media have had a major impact on

In April 2002, the Berkman
Center for Internet and
Society at Harvard University
launched a six-week online
module on “Violence against
Women on the Internet”.k The
course synopsis stated “[i]n
this series, we will explore the
various ways in which vio-
lence against women is facil-
itated through the use of the
Internet, as well as ways in
which the Internet may be
used as a site of resistance to

such violence. Violence
against women is a critical
social problem that affects all
of us in some way. Whether
we have directly experienced
abuse, know a friend who has
been victimized, or have been
confronted with the myriad
other forms such violence
take, it impacts how we view
the world and shapes our
experiences and opportuni-
ties”.l

Online module on violence against women 
on the Internet in the U.S.



the information and communication
work undertaken by the women’s
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Enabling women’s
economic empowerment

ICT interventions that are directed
at economically empowering women
capitalize on the potential of these
technologies as knowledge and net-
working tools for women as pro-
ducers and distributors of goods and
services. The tools are used to con-
nect women to new and wider mar-
kets, broaden their social networks
and provide them with information
that opens up important economic
opportunities.

ICT can provide new opportunities
for women’s economic empower-
ment by:
• Creating business and employment

opportunities for women as own-
ers and managers of ICT-accessed
projects, as well as employees of
new business ventures;

• Creating an environment, including
through training, where women
feel comfortable participating in
community development activities
and advocating for their needs and
priorities;

• Developing ICT-based tools that
address women’s specific needs
and are run by women (for exam-
ple, literacy programmes, business
planning courses, ICT training,

access to market and trading infor-
mation services and e-commerce
initiatives); and

• Offering economic opportunities in
salaried employment and entre-
preneurship, as well as in the ICT
sector itself and in jobs enabled by
ICT.

Programmes and initiatives have
demonstrated how ICT can be an
instrument for women’s economic
empowerment, such as the Grameen
Phones Programme in Bangladesh,
the Development through Radio
Programme in Zimbabwe, and the
deployment of competitive wireless
options in Bolivia and the Dominican
Republic, particularly for women in
the informal sector.95

E-commerce initiatives can link
women producers and traders directly
to markets at national, regional or even
global levels, allowing them to restruc-
ture their economic activities and by-
pass middlemen and male-dominated
and exploitative market structures.96

In Gujarat, India, women dairy produ-
cers use the Dairy Information System
Kiosk (DISK), which manages a data-
base of all milk cattle and provides
information about veterinary services
and other practical information about
the dairy sector.97

Notwithstanding these innovative
approaches, availability and access to
the necessary facilities for women

In the IV Continental En-
counter of Indigenous Women
that took place in Lima, Peru
in 2004, indigenous commu-
nicators discussed the low lev-
els of access to ICT, due mainly
to infrastructure shortcom-
ings. Indigenous women
emphasized the value of com-
bining traditional media,
mainly radio, with commu-
nity telephones, to bring up
issues for discussion in their

own language related to 
community development con-
cerns, such as health and edu-
cation. Indigenous com-
munities need to build their
own communication initia-
tives, participate in networks,
develop capacity for political
involvement and create
alliances with journalists who
support the participation of
indigenous communities in
society.n

ICT for the empowerment of indigenous women

A project in the Nakaseke
region of Uganda has illus-
trated that poor, largely illit-
erate women in rural Africa,
in areas with limited con-
nectivity, can benefit from
new ICT. In a 1999 needs
assessment, rural women liv-
ing near the Nakaseke
Telecentre indicated their



remain major concerns. Even a proj-
ect such as the CD-ROM project in
Uganda requires access to a com-
munity telecentre or community
access point where computers and
special assistance are available to cre-
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Information technology can con-
tribute to increasing women’s net-
working for social and political advo-
cacy, strengthening women’s
participation in the political process,
supporting the work of elected
women officials, and increasing
women’s access to government and
its services.

E-Governance

ICT is a forceful tool to improve
governance and strengthen democ-
racy and citizen empowerment. It can
help foster more transparent gover-
nance by enhancing interaction
between government and citizens,
revitalizing civic institutions and pub-
lic debate, promoting equity and

equality, and empowering minori-
ties.106 It can be particularly power-
ful in providing a voice to women
who have been isolated and invisi-
ble.

In recent years, e-governance has
become a priority area of many
Governments resulting in the imple-
mentation of programmes that apply
ICT in delivering Government serv-
ices and promoting transparency and
accountability. Beyond delivery of
Government services and informa-
tion to the public using electronic
means, e-governance focuses on
using these new technologies to
strengthen the public voice to revi-
talize democratic processes, and refo-
cus the management, structure, and
oversight of Government to better
serve the public interest.107

E-governance is significant for 
the exercise of citizenship and direct
public participation in Government
activities, both of which are key ele-
ments in women’s empowerment
and achievement of gender equality.
Gender-responsive governance
involves the active and meaningful
participation of women in all levels
of decision-making and ensuring
greater transparency and account-
ability in government.

Women Mayors’ Link is an
initiative developed in 12
countries and territories of
the Stability Pact Region. The
direct beneficiaries are 50
women mayors from Albania,
Bosnia and Herzegovina,
Bulgaria, Croatia, the former
Yugoslav Republic of
Macedonia, Greece, Hungary,
Kosovo, the Republic of
Moldova, Romania, Serbia
and Montenegro and
Slovenia. The project aimed
to promote the use of ICT to
improve local and commu-
nity governance, and to pro-
mote gender issues within
constituencies. Half of the
women mayors had devel-
oped strategies on ICT in
local government institu-
tions and agencies and 64 per
cent had specialized depart-
ments dealing with the
Internet, e-mail and network
issues. The fact that 90 per

cent of the project was imple-
mented by e-mail and the
Internet increased the level
of confidence and satisfac-
tion of the participants in
using ICT. The initiative was
successful in promoting net-
working among women may-
ors in the region. Despite the
gains made, participants still
face challenges in effective
and strategic use of ICT for
their work. Almost half of the
women mayors had problems
related to the costs. Other
challenges include the lack of
capacity-building opportuni-
ties that will enable them 
to use ICT to benefit their
communities. Language is
another barrier faced as the
majority of women in the net-
work have beginner-level
English skills, while limited
relevant content is available
in their native languages.v

Women Mayors Link: connecting 
local governance, ICT and gender

Gyandoot is an intranet proj-
ect in Dhar district of 
Madhya Pradesh which con-
nects 21 rural cybercafes
located on the roadsides of
central villages. The services
include provision of farm
gate prices of agricultural
commodities, copies of land
records, facilities to file appli-
cations for caste, income and
domicile certificates, land-
holders’ passbooks of land
records and loans through 

e-mails. Through the project
women have a greater under-
standing of and access to 
the local processes. They may
file complaints regarding
common public grievances
through the Internet and an
e-mail reply is assured within
seven days. The complaints
filed include hand-pump dis-
orders, teacher absences, and
inadequate access to seeds
and fertilizers.w

Access to Government services in India
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Empowering women 
in the context of

violence against women

A virtual space can provide posi-
tive information on violence against
women and a safe place for victims
and survivors of violence to discuss
their experiences or to seek help. For
women to benefit from these spaces,
they need access and capacities to
utilize ICT in this manner. For ICT to
be an effective tool for advocacy on
violence against women, the needs
and realities of women must be iden-
tified and addressed. This requires
capacity-building efforts for women
to enable them to trust and use ICT
as a medium for communicating about
their experiences. Affordable access
points for women must also be pro-
vided. Experience has shown that it
is important to complement Internet-
based advocacy with more traditional
forms of communication media.

Strategies 
for addressing 



specific indicators on ICT use and
needs. Sex-disaggregated data is not
being collected on a regular basis at
the national, regional or global levels.
As a result, the gender digital divide
remains unmeasured and invisible.
Standard presentations of ICT statis-
tics have paid little or no attention to
gender equality issues. The World
Bank statistical database, “ICT at 
a Glance”, prepared by the
Development Data Group, for exam-
ple, provides breakdowns by country
but without disaggregation by sex for
any of the indicators.

Areas where sex-disaggregated
statistics and indicators are needed
have been identified as access and
usage, content, employment, educa-
tion, consideration of gender issues
in national ICT policy, representation
in decision-making and the relative
impact of ICT on women and men.108

It is difficult to get gender-specific
data on use by country for develop-
ing countries. As a result, existing
statistics on Internet usage need to
be interpreted with caution.109 In

developing countries where women
make up a high percentage of users,
populations with access to the
Internet constitute a small elite, as
seen in Indonesia, Mexico and
Philippines.110

Gender-specific, as well as gender-
sensitive, indicators at the national
level are required to support policy
makers in defining gender-sensitive
goals and recommendations. At the
project level, the collection of sex-
disaggregated data is necessary to
assess if women and men benefit
equally from projects and to identify
necessary corrective actions.

Few countries or areas collect 
gender-specific ICT statistics. Those
that do are largely countries or areas
where the gender digital divide is least
marked. Canada, Chile, Denmark,
Finland, Hong Kong Special Admini-
strative Region of China, Iceland,
Ireland, Singapore, Sweden, Thailand
and  the United States  all collect sex-
disaggregated ICT usage statistics. In
all of these countries or areas, the
percentage of female Internet users

as a percentage of total Internet users
is 45 per cent or more. In most African
countries, where such data is not col-
lected by official statistics sources,
estimates of female Internet use as
a percentage of total use are 25 per
cent or less.111

The only area where ITU system-
atically collects sex-disaggregated
telecommunications/ICT statistics 
is the employment of women by
telecommunications service pro-
viders.112 While it is valuable to know
that women comprise the majority of
employees in telecommunications
companies, the type of work that
women are engaged in and whether
women have accessed higher-
income, highly-skilled and decision-
making positions must also be taken
into account.

ITU has recognized that it is impor-
tant to go beyond the numbers of
women and men employed, to doc-
umenting the posts they hold and
analysing changes over time.113 ITU
has recently embarked on a project
to compile and analyse quantitative
and qualitative gender-sensitive infor-
mation from national and international
sources. This information, which could
eventually be compiled into a data-
base, will provide an important source
of sex-disaggregated ICT statistics.114

A major source of sex-
differentiated statistics and indicators
on ICT presently available are market
research surveys from a number of
countries where Internet commerce
is already significant or anticipated.115

The data available from these sources,
however, concentrate on Internet
usage and online behaviour, with refer-
ence to commercial/market analysis.116

Some of the most interesting and
substantial work on the collection of
gender and ICT statistics is being con-
ducted by the Republic of Korea. Since
2000, the Korean Network Information
Center117 has undertaken and pub-
lished quarterly surveys of Internet
use, averaging 5,700 users, with some
20 categories of data collected and
disaggregated by sex, and in most
cases, age.
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Farmwise is a project which
is helping women farmers 
in the rural village of
Mwandama in Zomba district,
Malawi, to improve agricul-
tural production. The project
developed a computer data-
base system with a web-based
interface and e-mail facility
to help women farmers deter-
mine what they can expect to
harvest from their land, which
crops can be grown given the
soil type and fertility, and
what inputs should be used
and when. Requests for advice
from farmers were sent by e-
mail to the advisers in the
agricultural extension office.
E-mail was also used to com-
municate with Radio 1, a sta-
tion of the Malawi Broad-

casting Corporation, popu-
larly known as “Farmers
Radio”. Since most farmers in
the village listen to this radio
station, it was used to publi-
cize the Farmwise project. The
station’s programme presen-
ters used the online input cal-
culator to answer questions
from farmers about the types
and amounts of inputs they
required, and taught farmers
with Internet access how to
use it. The women were given
alerts of the relevant radio
programmes and their air-
times. Brochures were also
available. As a result of the
project, productivity in the
district has more than dou-
bled.z

Project using a multiple ICT approach in Malawi
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Project planning
Gender concerns have to be

addressed in initial stages of ICT proj-
ects to ensure that the needs and
priorities of both women and men
are appropriately considered and that
gender equality goals are embedded
in project design. A study undertaken
by the World Bank in 2002 of 80 ICT
projects concluded that gender issues
were rarely articulated in product
design and implementation, often
because donors do not request this
information.126 Broad gender main-
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Gender and ICT Awards
Gender equality advocates have

also initiated awards to highlight good
practices. The Gender and ICT
Awards programme was inaugurated
during the WSIS in Geneva in
December 2003. This awards pro-
gramme was conceived to recognize
gender and ICT initiatives globally and
to provide further impetus for main-
streaming gender perspectives in the
field of ICT. Four innovative and effec-
tive projects that use ICT for the pro-
motion of gender equality and
women’s empowerment were rec-
ognized and received grants to fur-
ther their work. The award winners
came from India, Romania and
Uganda addressed issues of rural
women and armed conflict, political
empowerment of women mayors
and poverty reduction strategies for
poor women. The Gender and ICT
Awards are organized by the
Association for Progressive Commu-
nications Women’s Networking
Support Programme131 and the Global
Knowledge Partnership.132 The
Gender and ICT Awards will also be
awarded in 2005 and will focus on
the use of ICT for women’s eco-
nomic empowerment.133

In 2003, the GenARDIS (Gender
and Agriculture/Rural Development in
the Information Society) established
a Small Grants Fund to Address
Gender Issues in Information and
Communication Technologies for Agri-
cultural and Rural Development in
Africa, the Caribbean and the Pacific.
GenARDIS partners include the
Technical Centre for Agricultural and
Rural Cooperation, the International
Development Research Centre
(IDRC), the International Institute for
Communication and Development
(IICD) and the Humanist Institute for
Cooperation with Developing Coun-
tries (Hivos).134 The competitive
awards programme was set up to
improve outreach to rural women who
comprise the majority of the poor.
The programme responds to gender
issues in the urban-rural digital divide
in ICT infrastructure and to other con-

straints that disadvantage women,
including language, literacy, heavy
workloads and cultural attitudes. 

Research on gender equality
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women through ICT. Emphasis is
placed on the need for women in
developing and developed countries
to share knowledge, strategies and
experiences to develop their capac-
ity to engender the ICT policy-
making and regulation process.

In August 2004, the WSIS Gender
Caucus launched a competitive pro-
gramme of small research grants
(funded by bilateral donors) to sup-
port innovative research on gender
and information communications
technologies from 2004 to 2005.137

It is anticipated that the supported
research will be presented at the
Gender Caucus panels to be held dur-
ing the second WSIS in Tunis in
November 2005. The overall objec-
tive of the programme is to enlarge
the knowledge base for gender-
sensitive policy on information com-
munications technologies. Research
topics include the analysis and eval-
uation of efforts to mainstream gen-
der perspectives into ICT policy; appli-
cations and content including case
studies; and theories and method-
ologies for better understanding and
analysing the relationship between
ICT and gender equality.

Enhanced role 
for national machineries

for the advancement 
of women

The Commission on the Status 
of Women, in its consideration of 
gender equality and ICT at its forty-
seventh session, recommended that
action be taken to “strengthen the
capacity of national machineries for
the advancement of women, includ-
ing through the allocation of adequate
and appropriate resources and the
provision of technical expertise, to
take a lead advocacy role with respect
to media and ICTs and gender equal-
ity, and support their involvement in
national, regional and international
processes related to media and ICTs
issues, and enhance coordination
among ministries responsible for ICTs,

national machineries for the advance-
ment of women, the private sector
and gender advocacy NGOs within
countries”.138

It is also important that women’s
ministries and agencies, gender focal
points, and gender advocates edu-
cate themselves and their member-
ship on ICT issues and their rele-
vance to women and consequently
coordinate their efforts to participate
in and influence telecommunications
and ICT policy processes and pro-
grammes.139 These groups should
be involved in the development of
national gender equality and ICT
agendas and the provision of train-
ing on gender equality and ICT for
Government bodies involved in
national ICT policy development.

the gender digital
Moving forward

on addressing the
gender digital divide

The World Summit on the Infor-
mation Society has led to a stronger
recognition of the value of people-
centred rather than technology-

centred ICT development and the 
need to integrate ICT policies with
sectoral policies in all areas, such as
health, education, agriculture, labour
and industry. It has also highlighted
the importance of aligning ICT poli-
cies with national poverty reduction
strategies and the implementation of
the Millennium Development Goals.

In the follow-up to the WSIS
process, a key priority should be ensur-
ing that gender perspectives are incor-
porated into the development and
implementation of e-strategies at the
national level. This will require con-
certed action from gender equality
advocates in Governments, civil soci-
ety organizations and networks, and
international and regional organiza-
tions, including United Nations enti-
ties. New partnerships are needed
with development partners such as
academic institutions, the private sec-
tor and venture capital funds.

An enabling environment at the
national level requires that overall gen-
der equality policies give attention to
ICT and that gender perspectives are
taken into account in identifying the
ICT implications in policies in all sec-

A capacity-building project is
being carried out by the
United Nations Division for
the Advancement of Women
to enhance the capacity of
national machineries for the
advancement of women in
Africa to systematically and
effectively use traditional and
new forms of ICT to achieve
their goals. The capacity-
building project aims to
enhance dissemination of
national da0.2815 TdacceMntu15 Tmi-
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tor areas. Governments must be com-
mitted to adopting specific legislative,
regulatory and administrative meas-
ures to promote gender equality in
the ICT sector, and to developing
capacity and creating monitoring
frameworks to ensure implementa-
tion. Gender-sensitive budget pro-
cesses should ensure that national
and local budgets allocate specific
resources to support strategies that
will increase women’s participation in
the information economy and ensure
that women gain access to new
employment opportunities in the ICT
sector. Such measures must recog-
nize the diversity of women and their
roles as producers and consumers of
ICT; identify the differential impact of
ICT on women and men; and respond
to the different development needs
and priorities of women throughout
their life cycle.

Another crucial element is ensur-
ing the active participation of all 
stakeholders in the policy process,
including national machineries for 
the advancement of women and
women’s groups and networks, and
providing adequate resources for
their work. This includes support-
ing research, compiling sex disag-
gregated statistics on ICT use and
employment in the ICT sector, devel-
oping gender-specific indicators, and

initiating innovative pilot projects to
increase women’s access to and
use of ICT.

Gender equality advocates in
national machineries and civil society
need to educate themselves about
ICT policy issues and become more
actively involved in the policy process
at the national level, including by
strengthening their capacity to mon-
itor national actions in ICT-related
areas. To support this work, a more
substantial body of evidence needs
to be developed that can demonstrate
the links between gender and ICT for
development. An important goal must
also be to take every opportunity to
sensitize policy makers about the
importance of gender issues in ICT
through briefings, consultation and
training.

National machineries for the
advancement of women should
increase the use of ICT in their work
for the advancement of women and
gender equality, for example, to sup-
port their role as advocates and cat-
alysts for gender mainstreaming, to
facilitate the production of relevant
information on national priorities and
to enhance networking and the shar-
ing of good practices at national and
regional levels. National machineries
should advocate for relevant content
on women and gender issues on all

official Government websites, in addi-
tion to those websites that specifi-
cally address gender equality issues.
Priority should also be given to proac-
tively influencing national ICT policy
formulation and implementation, and,
in particular, the positions of national
delegations to the World Summit on
the Information Society and other
international and regional meetings
on ICT. Participation of women in
these meetings should be supported.

Donors, including from the private
sector, can play a catalytic role by
mobilizing resources to support inno-
vative projects which promote gen-
der equality in ICT. Examples include
the production and/or repackaging of
content particularly relevant to
women’s interests and concerns; the
support of women as producers of
content, including at local levels;
enhancing women’s participation and
representation in business and pro-
fessional organizations related to the
ICT sector; promoting and strength-
ening women’s entrepreneurship in
the ICT sector, including by identify-
ing and disseminating positive role
models; and facilitating the creation
of networks, mentoring programmes,
and the development of business sup-
port programmes and linkages
between national and regional dias-
pora.
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Publications

World Survey of the Role of Women in Development
Women and Migration

A flagship publication of the Department of Economic and Social Affairs of the United Nations Secretariat, the 2005 World Survey
on the Role of Women in Development addresses key issues related to women and international migration. The migration of women
has always been an important component of international migration. A gender perspective is essential to understanding both the
causes and consequences of international migration despite that a dearth of data on women and migration makes it difficult to assess
the full implications of international migration for women. Migrant women contribute to the economic development of their country
of destination and to the country of origin through financial contributions from remittances, the improvement of their own skills or
their contributions to the improvement of the education and skills of the next generation. Women often migrate officially as depen-
dent family members of other migrants or to marry someone in another country. Various international instruments specifically or gen-
erally enumerate the rights of migrants. Many national laws on emigration and immigration of voluntary migrants include discrimina-
tory provisions that affect the protection of migrant women. Refugee women and girls face particular problems regarding their legal
and physical protection. The trafficking of people for prostitution and forced labour is one of the fastest growing areas of interna-
tional criminal activity and one that is of increasing concern to the international community. International migration affects gender
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