
Fact sheet eight: Gender and ICTs

Chapter J of the Beijing Platform for Action states that: “during the past decade, advances in information
technology have facilitated a global communications network that transcends national boundaries and has
an impact on public policy, private attitudes and behaviour, especially of children and young adults.”  One
of the strategic objectives is to “increase the participation and access of women to expression and decision
making in and through the media and new technologies of communication.” But there are several barriers
including:

• Illiteracy and schools enrolment:  A high percentage of women in developing countries are illiterate -
far higher than the percentage for men. Only 39 percent of girls are enrolled in schools in these countries,
compared to 50.4 percent of boys.

• The absence of women from science and technology: The world over, females are under-represented
in the scientific, mathematical, engineering, computing and information technology fields of study. “Engendering
ICT Policy- Guidelines for Action”, a booklet produced by the Africa Information Society Gender Working
Group points out that the diversity of ICTs means that many services and industries are involved. While many
women work in the sector, they occupy lower level jobs. Many women are found working in libraries. But the
technology components of libraries are dominated by men.  Even in the USA, women comprise only 7.8 percent
of science and computer engineering facilities.

• Attitudes:  As a result of their socialisation, women and girls tend to find technology intimidating and
alienating and therefore to suffer from “technophobia”.

• IT Training:  This is often alienating and not customised to women’s needs. Inappropriate training for
women in ICTs is compounded by what Hacker (1989, 1990) and Turkle (1984,1988) call the “culture of
technology” which “valorises the adventurer”. Studies suggest that women prefer to learn through an orderly
routine in which they understand the reason for each step, whereas men have been encouraged to learn
through experimentation, trial and error. Men are socialized to tinker whereas women are socialized to avoid
taking risks.

• Access:  Women’s use of ICTs is not equal to their share of the population as illustrated in the following
figures on use by women of ICT goods and services: 38 % in the USA; 25 % in Brazil; 17 % in Japan and South
Africa; 16 % in Russia; 7 % in China and 4 % in the Arab states.  It is significant that use of the Internet among
women in the USA has increased from ten percent just a few years ago to almost 40 percent now. It is difficult
to asses whether this trend will be replicated in other industrialized countries- let alone in developing countries.

• Decision making: Women are under-represented in all these decision making structures in the ICT sector.

• Content:  Writing on “ICT Access and the Gender Divide” in TechKnowlogia (March/April 2000) Mary Fontaine
found in a web search 200 000 cites related to women and gender, but a mere fraction of these came from
developing countries.

• Negative portrayal of women:  Cyber sex, which feeds on the objectification of women’s bodies,
pornography and child pornography are among the fastest growing and most lucrative dimensions on the
internet. Much as ICTs have the potential to be put to use in advancing gender equality they also have the
capacity to destroy many of the fragile gains.

(Source: “Net Gains, African women and ICTs”, Association of Progressive Communicators).


