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Gender equality 
and empowerment 
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-







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,





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;
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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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Internet information resources
About DAW: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw

Review and Appraisal: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/Review

Commission on the Status of Women: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/csw

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of 
Discrimination against Women: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/cedaw

Country information: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/country

Meetings and documentation: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/documents/index.html

Publications: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/public

Women2000 and Beyond: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/public/w2000.html

News: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/daw/news/index.html

Calendar: http://www.un.org/womenwatch/asp/calendar/index.asp
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