iy i —

o e g iy
{ _anw.uﬁrf.tf_ =

B 5

= il
L e o
. E o Tl WL 5 et
N R T 1
._ | v -
" a - .

J.n.--.{l..-..i.. i wn, .ﬂ.
] ..I..-...-..F i B TR
" e e

T ..1,&1;1‘!
A g oy S e,

A i
N ul....M-a... — -

®
®
[

..qhil‘.l..-.lm...lil,!.l...l-k

__—
o - - e
X o s ey, o - - T
X . =% o - i =
i R, P [ I e ud W ..Tﬂ.rr
ey, e e e i e
- L " = o
* .
4 el R
S S Y

B i

®

ivi

Gender &
The Digital
de

™
(3
(=)
(3
>
-
>
et




Analyzing the reasons why women are
behind on the wave of technology and
exploring strategies to bridge the digital
gender gap.

Author

Ndeye Aminata Thiome
Gender Tech Initiative Intern 2023



Abstract

The digital gap is a popular coinage which refers to inequality in the
access and use of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)
across target populations (Fuchs and Horak, 2006; see also van Dijk,
20064a; Wilson,2006; Castells, 2002, as cited by, Alozie, N.O. and
Akpan-Obong, P., 2017) Within the continent of Africa, many countries
face the issue of having a digital gender gap. This digital gender gap
primarily stems from the pre-established socio-cultural beliefs
regarding gender roles that are present in the majority African
societies. This paper seeks to investigate some of the earlier
technologies that were introduced in the continent of Africa, and the
impacts of the established perspectives on gender roles and equity on
its usage; additionally it will also explore the gender digital divide in

Africa and some possible solutions to the issue.




Introduction

According to Alzouma (2005, p. 353, citing Hall, 1998), citing Morino Institute (2004),
it was Larry Irving, an ex-member of President Clinton’s administration who coined the
term the ‘digital divide’ in the mid 1990s. (Wondwosen Teshome, B., & Mag Jerusalem
Negash, W., 2007) However, Irving himself honestly admitted that the term was
invented by two Los Angeles Times Journalists, Jonathan Webber and Amy Harmon, “to
describe the Social division between those who were very involved in technology and
those who were not.” (Irving, 2001s, as cited by Wondwosen Teshome, B., & Mag
Jerusalem Negash, W., 2007) According to the World Bank (2003), Information and
Communication Technology(ICT) includes “hardware, software, networks, and media
for collection, storage, processing transmission, and presentation of information in the
form of voice, data, text, and images and they range from the telephone, radio and
television to the Internet.” (Wondwosen Teshome, B., & Mag Jerusalem Negash, W.,
2007) After analyzing the literature on the digital divide, Fink and Kenny (2003)
claimed that the term ‘digital divide’ has at least four interpretations: “a gap in access
to use of ICTs; a gap in the ability to use ICTs; a gap in actual use; and a gap in the
impact of use.” (Wondwosen Teshome, B., & Mag Jerusalem Negash, W., 2007)

Empirical studies show that women trailing behind in the digital revolution slows
economic growth and will undermine implementation of the UN agenda for sustainable
development (Braunstein, Bouhia, & Seguino, 2020; Kerras, Sanchez-Navarro, Lopez-
Becerra, & de-Miguel Gomez, 2020; Matthew, Adeniji, Osabohien, Olawande, &
Atolagbe), 2020, as cited by Wondwosen Teshome, B., & Mag Jerusalem Negash, W.,
2007). It has also been shown that digital technologies (the Internet, mobile phones,
digital platforms and digital financial services) provide ‘leapfrog’ opportunities and
enhance women’s empowerment (Evans, 2019; Musa, 2019; Parveen & Gouda, 2020, as
cited by, Adeola, 0., 2020). Bridging the gender divide will increase income, provide
employment opportunities and give women in Sub Saharan African countries’ access
to education and the benefits can enhance the lives of the women and their families,

and thus promote the well-being of society. (Adeola, 0., 2020)
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Earlier History Of ICTs

In Africa




The years 1995 and 1996 could be called the Internet years for Africa
because around 25 African countries got Internet connectivity.
(Wondwosen Teshome, B., & Mag Jerusalem Negash, W., 2007) Prior to
1995, only Tunisia, Egypt, Zambia and South Africa were connected to
the Internet. (Hussein and Bekele, n.d., as cited by, Wondwosen
Teshome, B., & Mag Jerusalem Negash, W., 2007) (ibid) According to
Chowdhury (1998), the first country in Sub-Saharan Africa to establish
direct connection to the Internet was South Africa, but, by that time two
North African countries, Tunisia and Egypt, already had direct
connection with the Internet.(ibid) It is estimated that over 10 million
people used the Internet in Africa back in 2007. (ibid) Though most of the
Internet users in Africa used emails, the Web was still not used as a
major source of information. (ibid) This is because firstly, most of the
users were not efficient in Web searching techniques; secondly, the cost
of Internet access and usage was high; and thirdly, broadband
technology was very limited and hence, downloading online data was
very slow. (ibid)

The conventional argument was that ICTs had the capacity to create
universal empowerment through economic and employment
opportunities such as e-commerce, e-education platforms and
transparency accountability and efficient government transactions
(Huyer and Sikoska, 2003), particularly for people in developing
countries (Meng and Li, 2002). (ibid) However, evidence emerged that
the rate of ICT diffusion in any society is dependent on the existence or
level of primary technologies such as electricity, as well as cultural and
institutional factors such as literacy rates and income levels
(UNCTAD,2006). (ibid)



After analyzing about 15 Master’s theses on information systems in Ethiopia, Kenya,
Malawi, Sudan, Tanzania, Uganda and Zambia (Chowdhury and Taye, 1995)
underscored the following points (ibid):

* In these African countries, public library systems were less developed except in
educational institutions. Even in the libraries of the academic institutions,
information technology and services were very inadequate. It is also revealed that
the CD-ROM was the most accepted form of information service in those countries
particularly, in the academic institutions and research libraries.

* In these countries, let alone the general public, even among the educated people,
the rate of the usage of information technology was very slow. The aforesaid
research showed the condition in those countries up to 1994, since the researchers
investigated the post graduate theses between 1992 and 1994.

However, recent studies have shown slight positive changes since then. According to
Internet World Stats, in the first quarter of 2020, Africa had an Internet penetration
rate of 39.3 percent compared to the world average of 58.8 per cent (2020). (Adeola,
0.,2020) Low Internet penetration on the continent has a correspondingly low usage
by women. An increase in Internet access would increase overall usage and the
participation of women in the digital age. (Adeola, 0., 2020)




Gender Equality In
Relation To ICTs







Gender equality has been described as a fundamental human right (UN, n.d.); the
keystone for a prosperous modern economy, sustainable and inclusive growth, and
essential for ensuring that both men and women are prepared to contribute fully for
the betterment of the larger society. (Adeola, 0.,2020) Significant efforts have
been invested in designing policy directives that drive gender equality on various
fronts; for example, in the form of a reduction in the gender gap in sub-Saharan
Africa (SSA) labor market participation rates. (ibid) Gender inequality is apparent in
politics, education, employment, social involvement, economic development, and
human dignity across the globe (Hennig, 2019). (ibid) It is also recognised as a major
problem for development (Branisa, Klasen, Ziegler, Drechsler, & Jiitting, 2014).
(ibid) Increased awareness of this injustice has galvanized global leaders’ efforts to
support the adoption and implementation of policies that assure gender equality
and empowerment of women. (ibid) Considering the wide array of challenges for
women, available statistics show that overall, gender inequality remains at high
levels in the continent of Africa, compared to other regions of the world. (ibid)



Table 13.1 The gender gap in mobile ownership and mobile Internet usage for

male and female in 2018
Regton Mobile ownership (%) Molnle Internet usage (%)

Rate of ownership Gender gap Rate of wsage Gender gap

South Asia 65 28 27 58
Sub-Saharan Africa oY 15 29 41
Middle East and North Africa 80 9 44 20
Europe and Central Asia a0 -2 60 4
East Asia and Pacific 93 1 04 4
Latin America and the 36 1 606 2
Caribbean

Source: Rowntree & GSMA Contmbutors (20199

In contemporary times, the gender gap has extended to the digital gender
divide. According to official statistics in 2018, the digital gender divide is
wide, not only in SSA, but across the world, including the Middle East and
North Africa, Europe and Central Asia, East Asia and the Pacific, Latin
America and the Caribbean, and South Asia. (ibid) Mobile ownership and
Internet usage rates are shown in Table 13.1. The gender gap (that is, how
much less likely it is for a female than a male to own a mobile phone and also
use the Internet), is quantified in the table. (ibid) Despite the effectiveness of
digital technologies to provide ‘leapfrog’ opportunities for women and thus
enhance their economic and political empowerment, the digital gender divide
persists in sub Saharan Africa (SSA). (ibid) Less-than-full participation of
women in the digital revolution can slow down economic growth and
undermine the implementation of the United Nations 2030 Sustainable
Development Goals (SDGs). (ibid)



The digital gender divide is an expansive formulation that captures the myriad ways in

which men and women differ in their relationships to ICTs (Fuchs and Horak, 2007;
United Nations, 2005; Friedman, 2001). (Alozie, N.O. and Akpan-Obong, P., 2017) One
aspect of that differential relationship pertains to the disparity in ICT access and use

(first and second order digital divide- see Jin and Cheong, 2008) in many countries

(iTU, 2010;Sciadas, 2005) that favor men. (ibid) The second extends deeper into facets
of sociology of ICTs (Yuguchi, 2008; van Dijk, 2006a; Friedman, 2001), including the
fact that ICT leadership and decision making, content and applications determination
are issues controlled by men and squarely organized to concur with men’s worldview
(United Nations, 2005). (ibid) In patriarchal societies prevalent in Africa, where
cultural norms often arbitrarily demarcate gendered spaces in more acute ways than
occur in other societies, weaving men’s dominance into ICTs can only exacerbate the
digital gender divide, further leaving women behind. (ibid) Thus, even if women have
access to and use the technologies, the ICT sociological argument is that women will
largely remain ‘Cinderellas’, dwelling ‘ in the basement of knowledge society with
little opportunity to reap its benefits’ (Hafkin and Huyer, 2006). (ibid)



Gender Digital Divide

The digital gender divide refers to gender differences in
resources and capabilities, to effectively access and
utilize ICT within and between socioeconomic groups,
sectors, countries and regions. (Adeola, O., 2020) In
SSA, a number of hurdles to access contribute to the
digital gender divide: non-affordability, inadequate
education, lack of technological literacy, inherent
biases and socio-cultural norms that encourage gender-
based digital exclusion. (ibid) Intel and Dalberg (2012)
asserted that affordability prevents users from using
the Internet, a reality that disproportionately affects
more women and girls than men, in Africa. (ibid)
Enhanced and more affordable access to digital tools
and services is thus crucial, in addition to policy
interventions that address structural biases.(ibid)
Similarly, women are significantly more likely than men
to be indifferent to Internet usage (Fallows, 2005). (ibid)
Intel and Dalberg (2012) found that in developing
countries, 25 percent of women are not interested in
using the Internet; this indifference may be traced to
illiteracy. (ibid) According to the UNESCO Institute of
Statistics, in 2018, 59 percent of adult females (aged 15
years and above) were literate, compared to 73 percent
of adult males in SSA, indicating a wide gender gap
(World Bank, 2018). (ibid) This gap could extend to
digital illiteracy, or worse, technophobia, which often
appears in girls in formal education because they are
less confident in the use of ICT (OECD, 2018). (ibid)
Socio-cultural factors play an important role in
explaining the digital gender divide in SSA. As one study
aptly describes it: “Active female Internet users are
three times more likely to have families who are ‘very
supportive’ of their Internet use, whereas female non-
users are six times more likely to be exposed to family
opposition” (OECD, 2018, p. 23) (ibid)






It is apparent that lack of access to or limited usage of ICTs by women would
inevitably constrain the extent to which they can contribute to a country’s socio
economic and political development, but aside from this,other constraints are low
literacy levels and access to education, time impediments as a consequence of
women’s triple role of domestic, productive and community management
responsibilities’ and geographical location as more women than men tend to live
in rural areas where ICTs are not widely available (Deen-Swarray et al., 2012;
Huyer and Sikoska, 2003: 15). (Adeola, O., 2020) As shown in Fig. 1.1, for example,
in 2018, the ratio of female-to male mean years of education received in Sub-
Saharan Africa (SSA) was a mere 68%, compared to a significant 90.7% in

Eastern Europe and Central Asia and a massive 102.2% in Latin America and the
Caribbean. (ibid) In 2019, the ratio of female-to-male labor force participation rate
(%) in Sub Saharan Africa was 83.9%, compared to 56.5% in East and South Asia.
(ibid) At the primary school level, the gender gap seems close to parity while it is

massive at both secondary and tertiary levels (World Bank, 2017). (ibid) A recent

report by the World Economic Forum (2020) claimed that 35 countries had
achieved full parity on educational attainment with only 3 of the countries from
sub-Saharan Africa and 1in North Africa. (ibid) Also, e ht countrles in Africa are
yet to close more than 20% of their gaps: Togo (77. ngola (75.9%), Mali
(75.7%), Benin (73.3%), Yemen (71.7%), Guinea (68.0% C'ongo DR (65.8%) and

Chad (58.9%). (ibid)These are statistics that prove that gend p remains

wide in Africa on educationalattainment = -

Girls are more likely to be out of school than boys, working in agriculture; where
they are often unpaid (Putnick & Bornstein, 2016).(ibid) A_larglﬁ-gerc?ntag.erﬁ;ﬁfbﬁ-
agricultural employment is informal, low-paid work, where worﬂen are more likely--'lr_.l..‘\k
to be employed as contributing family workers than the male counterparts.(ibid) .

These constraints jointly contribute to conflnlngﬂﬁbmén to teghriblogy -poor
environments. (ibid) The Internet, mobi‘lb phq.nes and: dlgq;al finangial services
provide new avenues for the economic empoweumen men. (lbid) Despite
the significant increase in mobile phon&@wrership and Internet Uusage among

women, the gender gap persists in low- and middle-income countri s particularly
in sub-Saharan Africa (SSA), accounting for a 15 per cent gender gap in mobile
ownership and a 42 per cent gender gap in mobile Internet usag zRowntree &
GSMA Contributors, 2019). (ibid)
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Access to technology plays an important role in empowering women, creating

economic opportunities and increasing productivity. In 2012, in Rio de Janeiro, the

United Nations Conference on Sustainable Development introduced a set of SDGs to

serve as proactive and reactive measures to combat current and future global
challenges. (Adeola, O., 2020) Those measures were adopted by the UN in 2015 in New
York and are generally referred to as SDGs 2030, 2030 being the year proposed as the

deadline for attainment across the globe. (ibid) SDGs 2030 consists of 17 goals (see

Table 1.1) and 162 associated targets (United Nations Sustainable Development Goals,

n.d.). (ibid) The 17 SDGs (see Table 1.1) encompass economic development, social

inclusion, and environmental sustainability, a triple bottom-line approach that critics
note was missing from the defunct MDGs (Klarin, 2018). (ibid) The United Nations
acknowledged the crucial role technology plays in unlocking the full potential of

women in the society when it included SDG 5, focused on gender equality, among its 17
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). (ibid) One target of SDG 5 is to “enhance the
use of enabling technology, in particular information and communications technology,

Table 1.1

Goal 1
No
Poverty

Goal 8
Decent
Work and
Economic
Growth

Goal 15
Lite on
Land

to promote the empowerment of women” (UN Women, n.d.). (ibid)

United Nations 2030 Sustainable Development Goals

Goal 2
Zero
Hunger

Goal 9
Industry,
Innovation
and

Infra
structure

Goal 16
Peace,
Justice and
Strong
Institutions

Goal 3
Good
Health and
Well-being

Goal 10
Reduced
Inequality

Goal 17
Partnerships
to Achieve
the Goal

Goal 4
Quality
Education

Goal 11
Sustainable
Cities and
Comm
unities

Goal 5
Gender
Equality

Goal 12
Responsible
Consum
ption and
Production

United Nations
SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS

(SDGs)

Goal 6
Clean
Water and
Sanitation

Goal 13
Climate
Action

Adapted from: UN"s 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (United Nations [n.d. ])

Goal 7
Afttordable
and Clean
Energy

Goal 14
Lifte Below
Warter
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In 2009, the African Union (AU) declared 2010-2020 the African Women’s Decade,
applying a “top-down and bottom-up approach which is inclusive of grassroots
participation” aimed at accelerating the development of the African woman
(African Union, 2018). (ibid) The declaration included a call to African countries to
acknowledge the role of information and communications technologies (ICT), as
expressed by Tijjani, Anaeto and Emerhirhi, in “empowering the women, such as
offering entrepreneurial opportunity, breaking isolation, providing linkages to
inputs and markets, assisting small and medium-sized businesses, reducing
poverty and illiteracy and improving income and savings of rural women.” (ibid) In
order to “empower women in the knowledge society” and achieve gender equity in
ICT deployment, Hafkin and Huyer (2007) insist that women must become “ ICT
‘Cyberellas’, ‘fluent in the uses of technology, comfortable using and designing
computer technology, working in virtual spaces’; in other words, women must not
be confined to the role of spectators and fleeting consumers of ICT (Spender,
1995). (ibid) Since the Beijing Conference, UNESCO has introduced different
strategies to bridge the wide gap between male and female educational attainment
globally. (ibid) UNESCOQ’s program “Better Life, Better Future” (Global partnership
for girls’ and women’s education), introduced in 2011, paved the way for other
programs like girls’ and women’s education using Information Communication
Technologies (ICTs) in Senegal and Nigeria in 2012, Malala Fund for Girls’
Education in 2013, UNESCO/HNA partnership —a 2014-2018 framework
agreement to fund girls’ and women’s education in Africa and South Asia (UNESCO,
2015). (ibid)

14



In addition to this, many grassroot organizations have been created by young
African men and women that address the digital gender gap. One example would be
the Gender Tech Initiative founded in Uganda. Gender Tech Initiative Uganda (GTI-
U) is a non-profit organization that is dedicated to bridging the digital gender gap
by empowering women and girls with the knowledge and skills they need to
succeed in the digital world. (Gender Tech initiative Uganda, 2023) GTI-U has many
beneficial programs including: innovation, training, research and advocacy
programs that seek to advance digital literacy levels among young women, and
increase levels of digital inclusion.

5
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Technologies are not gender neutral

In a knowledge society where virtually all significant aspects of human life (economics
and commerce, politics and governance and cultural change) are woven into ICTs
women risk falling further behind unless concrete steps are taken to bring them into the
ecosystem of technology; and to the extent ICTs are tied to significant aspects of
human life, ICTs can engender gender equality. (Adeola, O., 2020) For that to occur
though, ICTs must look beyond meeting women's practical gender needs and become a
strategic gender need that strikes at the core of status change for women. (ibid)
Elements of this strategic gender need will include both access and use, but also
encompass the introduction of a gender perspective and leadership into the ICT
narrative. (ibid) Bridging the digital gender divide will require proactive thinking,
planning and action. (ibid) Given that the use of ICT promotes the empowerment of
women, governments in sub-Saharan Africa must put in place clear strategies to
achieve SDG 5. (ibid) As expected, many SSA countries have different gender equality
initiatives underway, but more can still be done. Here are some specific

recommendations (ibid):
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Education and Training

The educational sector is a good starting point to increase digital literacy. Ensuring
compulsory education is important for halting the widening digital gender gap in
SSA. Success can be achieved in increasing the number of girls and women
studying ICT and using digital tools. Compulsory schooling, particularly learning
basic digital skills for global relevance, ensures that women and girls obtain the
skills and competencies necessary for participation in labor markets. Courses like
Programming, Robotics, Artificial Intelligence (Al), Cyber-security, Internet of
Things (loT), among other new technology-oriented ones, can be introduced early
on a basic-to-intermediate level, particularly in secondary school, with the female
gender encouraged to take an interest in learning. In East Africa, for instance,
Kenya, particularly, | Am the Code initiative was launched for the purpose of
bringing together governments, businesses and investors to assist young women
by teaching them how to code. Hence, they become more digitally literate. | Am the
Code initiative also made provision for digital hubs, which are located across East
Africa. These hubs can operate in collaboration with schools, libraries and
community centers, encouraging women to become more confident and increase
their curiosity about the digital world (Heaphy, 2017). With education, African
women will have the right foundation to start new businesses, create digital tools

™ and online content, find good jobs and have better access to healthcare and

financial services. Additionally, SSA must rethink, organize and coordinate the
delivery of life skills to meet changing market needs, not only in the formal

education system but via lifelong learning. Flexible online education should be

- encouraged, particularly for adult female learners, to improve digital literacy.




Stereotypes and Barriers

To narrow the digital gender divide, the structural factors that reinforce gender
bias (at home, in the workplace and in the community) must be addressed, and this
will help remove the stereotypes about technology being mainly for the male
gender. Gender-specific expectations about vocations and careers are critical
barriers to digital gender equality in SSA. Removing barriers to adult education,
whether digital or face-to-face, will create avenues for women in SSA to upgrade
their skills. Considering that most of the skills desired in digital-intensive sectors
are predominantly masculine, it is appropriate to equip female workers with more
management, communications and numerical skills in order to narrow the gender
gap. Currently, software development and programming seem to be a male-
dominated realm; women are fewer in the software world, play smaller roles and
are less connected to the network of developers than their male counterparts
(OECD, 2018). Policy actions should target gender biases in curricula and parental
preferences in the choice of career and encourage technology-oriented courses, in
the light of the ubiquitous digital world.

Blue is for Boys Pink is for Girls
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Innovation and Par

A gender divide in the composition of inventors and innovation nals socio-
cultural biases. An innovative environment that is open to wome
important female perspectives related to the viability and usabi an invention,
product or application. More involvement of women in inventiv
activities directly increases the economic security of women, and contributes to the
economic growth and well-being of society. Targeted training provided for women
will contribute to the innovative use of digital technologies.

)rs could help close the digital gender gap. For instance,
ication Union (ITU) and UN Women, in collaboration with
sion, launched an initiative, the African Girls Can CODE
equipping girls and young women in Africa with digital
18). Also, Intel and its partners committed to reduce the
t in Africa. Particularly, Kenya, Nigeria and Sout
initiative. By the end of 2016, Intel and its partners. 2 ‘.I
nillion women and girls in Africa (Intel Corporation,
2017). Technology wil lp to give a voice to African girls and women, as ey"} ‘ .
can have a platform tc al about issues concerning ther‘nd lead chani ‘
uding gender equality and empowerment. -
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cost to encourage overall usage of dig
The role of mobile network

ensure adequate access. Policymakers She
universal access and connectivity to
unconnected population in SSA by 2030.
their quest for empowerment, should regards
access as a critical part of their fundamental rights,
guaranteed by the government. With improved Internet

access, girls and women in Africa will have more access
to technology, and this would increase digital literacy. '

Governments should consider declaring ICT
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funds,

priority and an essential sector, and

encouraged to continue putting aside interventic

with a guaranteed percentage dedicated to improving —
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Rural women must'not be left behind. ICT
policy interventions can increase econ c

capabilities amongst the poor (Diga, NwainJ,

& Plantinga, 2013). The rural areas should not

be neglected in the quest to bridge the digital

divide; targeted programmes and policies mus}v

be directed at the empowerment of rural
women through the use of ICT. For instance, in
agriculture, access to the Internet for
information on market prices will enhance
sales. Also, general information on farming
techniques, harvesting and access to buyers
will be an added advantage. However, with
limited access to good road networks, = ...
inadequate power supply, lack of crgdit
facilities and other developme'n"t‘ inputs, the
impact of ICT will be minimal. Infrastructural
development provides the needed impetus to
the development of ICT. Therefore, SSA *
governments must complement ICT
capabilities with the necessary infrastructure
that will empower women and ensure gender

equality.
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