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The UN Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development

The UN Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development aims to showcase and 
document the power of information and communication technologies (ICT) and 
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stakeholder approach to promoting the roll-out of broadband and brings together a 
multi-stakeholder community, including industry leaders, senior policy-makers and 
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The world is becoming increasingly 
connected and we cannot afford to leave 
anyone behind. Unfortunately, one big 
group is still missing out on the benefits 
delivered by connectivity: women. 

Addressing the digital gender divide is 
critical to realising the significant potential 
benefits that the Internet can bring for 
women, their communities and the 
broader economy. This report outlines a 
set of practical actions that stakeholders 
can take to address the gender gap in 
Internet access and use in order to realise 
this substantial opportunity. 

Mobile has the power to transform lives. 
It can help empower women, making 
them more connected and safer, and 
providing access to information, services 
and life-enhancing opportunities, such 
as health information and guidance, 
financial services and employment 
opportunities, often for the first time. 
Mobile is also the dominant platform 
for Internet access in many parts of 
the world, with the mobile industry 
connecting billions of people to the 
Internet. The issue is that while mobile 
connectivity is spreading quickly, it is 
not spreading equally.

GSMA research has estimated that in 
low- and middle-income countries, 

there are 200 million fewer women than 
men who own a mobile phone, and that 
even when women do own a mobile 
device, they are less likely to use it for 
transformative services such as mobile 
Internet, further widening the divide. 

The digital gender gap is not going 
to close on its own. Its root causes 
are driven by a complex set of social, 
economic and cultural barriers. These 
obstacles can only be overcome with 
targeted intervention by all stakeholders. 
Change is needed and it is needed now. 

The GSMA is committed to helping 
tackle the mobile gender gap and is 
working with our members and others 
to connect everyone and everything 
to a better future. Gender equality and 
women’s empowerment will be key to 
achieving the United Nations Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), and 
specifically SDG 5 (Gender Equality).

We hope that the recommended actions 
in this report will inspire concerted 
efforts to reduce the gender gap in 
Internet access and use. Working 
together, we can make significant 
strides to address the digital gender 
divide, supporting the SDGs. When 
women thrive, societies, businesses and 
economies thrive.

 
 
 
Sincerely,

Mats Granryd  
Director General 
GSMA

Foreword by Mats Granryd, Director General, GSMA
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The continuous development of new 
technologies and their application to 
economic, political and social processes 
is creating new opportunities that can 
enhance the quality of human life.  
To be sustainable, all new opportunities 
must be available to all, to empower all, 
for the benefit of all – especially, girls 
and women. 

Worldwide, there is a gender gap of 
12 percent in male and female access 
to the Internet. This rises to almost 31 
percent in Least Developed Countries. 
Women are still left behind from the 
growth in mobile phone ownership, 
the most prevalent means of access to 
the Internet in developing countries. 
Mobile phones are important tools for 
enhancing the lives of women in low- 
and middle-income countries. They help 
women feel safer and more connected, 
save time and money, and access life-
enhancing services such as mobile 
money, or potential education and 
employment opportunities.

To bridge this digital gender gap, 
we need greater investment across 
the board – we need to build digital 
literacy skills into education systems, 
to overcome inequalities in access, to 
integrate gender perspectives into all 
strategies and plans, to collect sharper 

data, to design targeted policies  
for relevant services, applications  
and content. 

This is precisely the aim of this report, 
which offers a set of clear and specific 
recommendations to address barriers 
to women’s access and use of the 
Internet for all stakeholders involved – 
from policy makers, the private sector 
and NGOs to inter-governmental 
organizations and academia.

UNESCO is determined to encourage 
young women and men to fully 
participate in today’s digital revolution 
by understanding technology as a 
means for giving shape to ideas and 
solutions and fostering creativity and 
innovation. In particular, UNESCO strives 
to provide young women with the skills 
and confidence to empower them and 
ensure they equally benefit from the 
opportunities of Internet. Together, let 
us ensure that the digital revolution is a 
development revolution for all, starting 
with girls and women.

 
 
 

Foreword by Irina Bokova, Director-General, UNESCO

Photos: Yulian Donov
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Executive Summary

Internet penetration rates are higher 
for men and boys than women and 
girls in all regions of the world today. 
Even more significantly, the ITU reports1  
that the gender gap in access to the 
Internet has in fact increased since 
the Broadband Commission’s Working 
Group on Broadband and Gender 
published in 2013 its first report and 
recommendations for overcoming the 
digital gender divide.2 A widening digital 
gender gap has significant implications 
in terms of women’s empowerment and 
development as well as for societies, 
businesses and economies. As a result, 
effective, tangible and measurable 
action is now essential and urgently 
needed from a wide range of different 
stakeholders to overcome the digital 
gender gap in access to ensure that 
women3 can also benefit from the 
developmental capacity of information 
and communication technologies (ICTs). 

Against this background, the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide was established 
in March 2016. The Working Group, 
chaired jointly by GSMA and UNESCO, 
aimed to develop a set of recommended 
actions designed to address the gender 
gap in Internet and broadband access 
and use. The outcome report was 
drafted in a collaborative manner by the 
Working Group Members, drawing on 
contributions and insights collected from 
the Commissioners and experts over a 
year-long consultation period. 

Drawing on existing documentation 
explaining the underlying drivers of 
the digital gender divide and why it 
is proving so persistent, this report 
embraces the ITU and UN Women’s 
Action Plan to Close the Digital Gender 
Gap4 as a concrete starting point and 
proposes a set of clear and specific 
recommendations to address barriers to 
women’s access and use of the Internet, 
in a clear and concerted ‘Call to Action’. 
These recommendations help clarify 
the complementary roles of different 
actors, including governments and 
policy-makers, the private sector, inter-
governmental organizations, NGOs, 
and academia and research institutions, 
as the Working Group believes that the 
digital gender divide can only be bridged 
effectively by coordinated actions. The 
report also gathers information about 
explicit and defined commitments 
from members of the Working Group 
on tangible actions to address these 
recommendations.

In Part 1, this report reviews current 
data on the digital gender gap, and 
summarises the reasons why access 
is important for women’s individual 
empowerment as well as for broader 
societal and economic dividends. These 
include the ways in which broadband 
can help to protect women’s rights 
and contribute to their economic, 
social and political empowerment and 
development. This part of the report 
also briefly describes how meaningful 

1 ITU, 2016. The gender gap estimated by the ITU represents the difference between the Internet user penetration rates for 
males and females relative to the Internet user penetration rate for males, expressed as a percentage. ITU estimates that the 
digital gender gap in fact increased from 11% in 2013 to 12% in 2016 – a small, but significant, trend, as gender inequality is 
increasing, not diminishing.

2 Doubling Digital Opportunities: Enhancing the Inclusion of Women & Girls in the Information Society
3 Refers to women and girls (women under the age of 18 years) in this report.
4 ITU & UN Women, 2015. 
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access can support goals for gender 
equality and women’s empowerment, 
along with universal access to ICTs, 
which are prioritised in the 2030 Agenda 
for Sustainable Development, especially 
under the Sustainable Development Goal 
5, which calls for gender equality.5

Part 2 of the report sets out the Working 
Group’s recommendations for action 
to address the gender gap in Internet 
access and use. These  
recommendations focus on four main 
action areas, concerned respectively with 
the need for:

• Data: the need to collect, analyse, 
and track gender-disaggregated data; 
the need for greater research into 
women’s access to and use of the 
Internet; and the pressing priority  
for publishing and sharing data  
and research,

• Strategies, policies, plans and 
budgets: establishing gender equality 
targets for Internet and broadband 
access and use; assessing strategies, 
policies, plans and budgets for 
gender equality considerations; and 
consulting and involving women as 
well as relevant local communities 
and experts,

• Measures to address the barriers 
faced by women:

• Affordable access: improved 
understanding of affordability 
issues; innovating to reduce the 
cost of devices and services; 
improving network coverage, 
capacity and quality; and 
providing public access facilities.

• Addressing threats that prevent 
access and use: researching 
and understanding threats; 
increasing awareness of threats 
and how they can be addressed 
or reduced; developing safety 

applications and services;  
and strengthening  
protection measures and 
reporting procedures.

• Improving digital literacy and 
confidence: understanding 
women’s needs; investing in 
education and capacity-building 
initiatives; developing skills 
and confidence; supporting 
educators; and supporting and 
promoting female role models.

• Relevant content, apps and 
services: building awareness; 
developing relevant content and 
services; and consulting and 
engaging women.

• Enhancing cooperation between 
stakeholders: Developing and sharing 
tools, guidelines and case studies to 
support national and international 
efforts to address the digital gender 
gap; and supporting and encouraging 
multi-stakeholder cooperation and 
sharing of expertise.  

For each action area, the report describes 
the challenges involved and presents 
a set of recommendations and actions 
needed to address the challenges and 
overcome the barriers. It is hoped that 
these recommended actions will inspire 
concerted and urgent efforts to reduce 
the gender gap in Internet access and 
use, and thereby support implementation 
of the Sustainable Development Goals. 
The report also compiles an initial 
example of work planned and currently 
underway by members of the Broadband 
Commission’s Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide, in the hope that 
this report may prove a useful resource, 
and that others may be inspired to join 
these efforts, and ultimately, to help 
bridge the digital gender divide, to the 
benefit of women and girls everywhere 
so they too can join and participate in 
the online world.

5 UNGA, 2015b.

9



Recommendations for action: bridging the gender gap in Internet and broadband access and use

Acronyms and abbreviations

A4AI

APC

ICT

IGF BPF

IGO

ITU

ITU/ UN 
Women  
Action Plan

NGO

SDGs

STEM

WIPO

Working  
Group

WSISUN 

United Nations

UNCTAD

UNDESA

UNESCO 

UNGA

UNITWIN

USAID

USF

Alliance for Affordable Internet

Association for Progressive Communications

Information and communication technology

Internet Governance Forum Best Practice Forum

Intergovernmental organization

International Telecommunication Union 

ITU/ UN Women Action Plan to Close the Digital Gender Divide

Non-governmental organization

Sustainable Development Goals (UN)

Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics

World Intellectual Property Organization

Broadband Commission Working Group on the Digital Gender 
Divide, 2016

World Summit on the Information Society

United Nations

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development

United Nations Department for Economic and Social Affairs

United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization

United Nations General Assembly

University Twinning and Networking Programme

United States Agency for International Development

Universal Service (and Access) Fund
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The Broadband 
Commission’s work 
on gender and 
broadband access
On 21 September 2013, the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on 
Broadband and Gender published the 
report Doubling Digital Opportunities: 
Enhancing the Inclusion of Women & 
Girls in the Information Society.6 Noting 
the alarming presence of significant 
gender digital divides and barriers 
inhibiting women’s7 ability to benefit 
from the developmental benefits 
associated with access to  
ICTs and broadband, the report 
made five overarching policy 
recommendations, addressing  
the need to:

• integrate gender and national ICT  
and broadband policies;

• improve sex-disaggregated ICT 
statistics and measurement;

• take steps to boost the affordability 
and usability of ICT products and 
services;

• improve relevant and local content 
online; and

• initiate an Action Plan to achieve 
gender equality in access to 
broadband by 2020.

The Broadband Commission Working 
Group on the Digital Gender Divide was 
proposed in March 2016 to take forward 

the work of its predecessor by helping 
to reduce the gender gap in Internet 
and broadband access and use. A key 
objective of the Working Group was to 
develop a set of recommended actions 
designed to address the gender gap 
in Internet and broadband access and 
use and, by doing so, to support the 
goals for gender equality and women’s 
empowerment, as well as universal 
access to ICTs, which are included in 
the UN’s 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development.8 

While the related issue of promoting 
women in the technology sector, 
including in positions of decision-
making, is an equally important 
challenge that needs to be addressed, 
the focus of the Working Group and 
these recommendations is Internet and 
broadband access and use by women. 
It is hoped that the recommendations 
that the Working Group have carefully 
designed will be endorsed by other 
stakeholders and will lead to coordinated 
action to address these challenges. 

This report is the outcome of a 
collaborative and multi-stakeholder 
process, which has benefited from the 
experiences of and contributions from a 
range of Broadband Commissioners and 
Working Group members. It also draws 
on existing work and internationally 
agreed goals and other commitments, 
including the work of other Broadband 
Commission Working Groups and UN 
reports, such as the outcome document 
of the Commission’s 2013 Working 
Group on Broadband and Gender, the 
Commission’s 2016 State of Broadband 
report, and the ITU/ UN Women Action 
Plan to Close the Digital Gender Gap.9  

6 2013. See the Bibliography for full references. 
7 In this report, all references to ‘women’ should be understood to include ‘girls’, unless otherwise specified.
8 UNGA, 2015b.
9 2015.
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The need for  
urgent action

Policy and practical initiatives to address 
different barriers to gender equality 
in Internet access have increased in 
scope and number since the Broadband 
Commission’s 2013 Working Group on 
Broadband and Gender published its 
report and policy recommendations on 
the subject. Yet the gender digital divide 
remains. Indeed, the ITU’s most recent 
estimate indicates that the global Internet 
user gender gap has grown from 11% 
in 2013 to 12% in 2016. Today, Internet 
penetration rates remain higher for men 
than women in all regions in the world, 
with the estimated gap between men 
and women being particularly substantial 
in Least Developed Countries (LDCs) 
(31%) and in Africa (23%).10

It is increasingly urgent that effective, 
tangible and measurable action should 
be taken to overcome the digital 
gender gap in access in order to 
ensure that women benefit from the 
developmental capacity of ICTs. It is 
widely acknowledged that ICTs, including 
the Internet and broadband, have the 
potential to contribute positively to 
protecting women’s human rights, and 
to their economic, social and political 
empowerment and development 
by, among other things, lowering 
information costs, creating information 
goods and expanding information bases, 
and boosting financial independence  
and productivity.11 

Addressing the gender gap in Internet 
access and use can not only deliver 
significant benefits for women and 
societies but also business and the 
economy. Mobile is the dominant 

platform for Internet access in many 
parts of the world and the GSMA 
estimates that closing the gender gap 
in mobile phone ownership and usage 
in low- and middle-income countries 
could unlock an estimated USD 170 
billion market opportunity for the mobile 
industry from 2015 to 2020.12 Closing 
the gender gap in Internet access and 
use more broadly is an even greater 
commercial and economic opportunity. 

Women’s digital inclusion can help 
to catalyse broader gender equality 
in social, economic and political 
dimensions — benefiting not only 
women themselves, but also their 
communities and the broader economy. 
As the Broadband Commission’s Working 
Group on Broadband and Gender put it 
in 2013:13 

 Expanding women’s access to ICT 
can enhance the reach of policy-
makers to a far broader population 
base, as women are more likely 
to take time to inform others and 
reflect such knowledge in family and 
community planning. By the same 
token, increased access will also give 
women distinct voice in development 
planning and allow them to be active 
participants in having gender-aware 
policies and programmes at the local 
and national levels. 

The importance of gender equality 
and empowerment, along with the 
potential role of the Internet and ICTs 
as critical enablers of sustainable 
development, have also been affirmed 
in the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which was adopted by 
the UN in 2015. A target for universal 
and affordable access to ICTs in LDCs 
by 2020 is contained in goal 9c of the 

10 ITU, 2016. The gender gap estimated by the ITU represents the difference between the Internet user penetration rates for 
males and females relative to the Internet user penetration rate for males, expressed as a percentage. 

11 e.g., A4AI, 2016; IGF BPF, 2016; World Bank, 2016; UNCTAD, 2015; Web Foundation, 2015; etc.
12 GSMA, 2015:7.
13 Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:11. 
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Agenda. Goal 5 of the Agenda sets 
targets for gender equality and the 
empowerment of women and girls, 
including a target to enhance the use of 
enabling technology, in particular ICT, 
to promote women’s empowerment. 

In 2015, the outcome document of 
the high-level meeting of the UN 
General Assembly on the overall 
review of the implementation of the 
outcomes of the World Summit on the 
Information Society (WSIS) similarly 
encouraged stakeholders to ensure 
‘the full participation of women in the 
information society and women’s access 
to new technologies’, and stressed the 
need for immediate measures to  
achieve gender equality in Internet  
users by 2020.14

The importance of addressing gender 
discrepancies in access has been 
addressed in a number of recent reports 
on the topic, including by the APC, 
GSMA, Internet Governance Forum (IGF), 
ITU, LIRNEasia, Research ICT Africa, UN 
Women, the Web Foundation, and the 
World Bank.15 

The World Bank, for instance, writes in its 
World Development Report 2016: Digital 
Dividends that, while digital technologies 
can empower women economically and 
socially, gains will not be automatic and 
need to be complemented with ‘analog 
changes that address the underlying 
barriers to women’s employment, 

voice, and agency’. It takes the view that 
interventions around digital technologies 
will be more effective if they are more 
gender-informed.16 

In the ITU and UN Women’s Action 
Plan to Close the Digital Gender Gap,17 
stakeholders are encouraged to unify 
efforts and build synergies across 
international development processes and 
efforts towards closing the digital gender 
gap.The Plan notes that:

 Women’s equal and meaningful 
participation in the digital society 
is seen as both integral to the 
realization of women’s rights in 
the 21st century, as well as the 
realization of a just, inclusive and 
rights based information society and 
to achieve global objectives around 
gender equality and women’s 
empowerment by 2030. 

While recognising the potential of 
broadband and the Internet for women’s 
development, it is equally important to 
investigate and understand the barriers 
that prevent or inhibit women from 
gaining access to the Internet, and 
benefitting from and being empowered 
by access. Existing gender disparities and 
social norms that influence women’s 
roles, status, empowerment, and access 
to education and income – among other 
things – have significant effects on gender 
digital divides and the barriers to Internet 
access and use that women face.18 

14 UNGA, 2015a.
15 See the Bibliography for a reading list of relevant recent literature.
16 2016:134.
17 ITU & UN Women, 2015.
18 e.g., IGF BPF, 2016.
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Targeted action by a range of 
stakeholders is required to address the 
gender gap in Internet access and use. 
This report sets out recommended 
actions that stakeholders should take to 
help deliver on internationally agreed 
goals and commitments which aim 
to bridge gender digital divides and to 
support sustainable development. 

The recommendations in this 
report, which are the outcomes of a 
collaborative and multi-stakeholder 
process, relate primarily to overcoming 
the barriers women face when accessing 
and using the Internet and broadband. 

The following recommended actions fall 
into four groups:

• The first group is concerned with the 
need for stakeholders to gain a better 
understanding of relevant contexts 
by supporting the collection, tracking 
and analysis of sex-disaggregated 
data on Internet access and use. 

• The second group is concerned 
with the integration of gender 
perspectives in relevant strategies, 
policies, plans, and budgets. 

• The third group seeks to address 
barriers related to affordability, 
threats that hamper access and use, 
digital literacy and confidence, and 
the availability of relevant content, 
applications and services.

• The fourth and final group concerns 
the need for supporting stakeholders 
to collaborate more effectively in 
addressing digital gender gaps  
by sharing good practices and 
lessons learned.

These groups are represented in Figure 
1 below. Other barriers, including the 
limited presence of women in the 
technology sector (not least in positions 
of decision-making), are also important 
and need to be addressed, but fall 
outside the primary focus of this report.

Figure 1: Recommendation areas

Understand the 
context: sex-
disaggregated 
data on 
Internet access 
and use

Integrate a  
gender 
perspective 
in strategies, 
policies, plans  
and budgets

Working 
together and 
share good 
practice and 
lessons 

Address barriers 
including access, 
affordability, safety, 
digital skills and 
relevance 

1 2

4 3
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19 Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:6, 16.
20 GSMA, 2015a:59.
21 c.f. UNESCO & Intel, 2014:3. 
22 Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:23.
23 c.f. A4AI, 2016:34; GSMA, 2015:2; UNCTAD, 2015:63; Web Foundation, 2016; Broadband Commission Working Group on 

Broadband and Gender, 2013:7.
24 Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:5.

The challenge 

Sex-disaggregated data on Internet 
access and use are currently limited 
despite such data being critical to 
understanding and measuring the digital 
gender gap and informing policy and 
business choices which can address 
it. Unless data are sex-disaggregated, 
gender differences are masked, a 
proper understanding of the reasons for 
gender gaps cannot be achieved, and 
inappropriate policy-making, targets, and 
business choices for stakeholders are 
more likely to result. Conclusions drawn 
from limited data may be further clouded 
because different measures of gender 
inequality in access to ICTs can lead to 
unclear or conflicting findings.19 

Many of the barriers women face when 
accessing and attempting to benefit 
from the Internet are closely related to 
social and economic circumstances 

that are not only deeply ingrained, but 
also difficult to measure quantitatively.20 
Barriers differ greatly according to 
contextual factors such as geography 
and culture, which complicate 
comparisons between countries.21 Men’s 
and women’s experiences when using 
the Internet also vary, as do data usage 
patterns between them.22 

While existing indicators aimed at 
measuring and studying ICTs for 
development can be used to document 
and identify variations in access and use, 
there are still no globally representative 
data sets on Internet access that are also 
sex-disaggregated.23 The availability of 
data sets concerning the ways in which 
women access and use the Internet is 
limited,24 with national statistical systems 
in many countries lacking the resources 
to gather sex-disaggregated data, while 
few countries and/or companies publish 
or share such data.
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Recommendations to stakeholders

More detailed and consistent evidence concerning the digital gender gap is needed 
in order to inform policy and practice, particularly at national and sub-national 
levels. The Working Group’s recommended actions to address data gaps are 
intended to improve stakeholders’ general understanding of the issues and contexts 
relevant to women’s ability to access and use of the Internet. These actions will 
facilitate focused policy and business decisions that address women’s needs more 
effectively. The Working Group’s proposed actions include:

• Collecting, analysing, and tracking data: The collection of robust, reliable, 
accurate, and timely sex-aggregated data is a crucial step in understanding 
the gender digital divide and measuring progress in addressing the issue. 
The Working Group calls on stakeholders to collect, analyse, and track sex-
disaggregated data on Internet access and use. It recommends that stakeholders 
should support efforts to do so, that data should be accessible and collected 
in accordance with international guidelines, and that data gathering should be 
done in a manner that enables regular comparisons over time and between 
countries.

• Researching women’s access to and use of the Internet: The Working Group 
calls on stakeholders to research women’s access to and use of the Internet 
to improve understanding of the needs, circumstances, and preferences of 
women in different local contexts, and the factors limiting women’s access to 
and use of the Internet, including cultural and social norms. This is critical in 
enabling effective and appropriately focused policy and strategies which address 
women’s needs, priorities, and preferences in the diverse local contexts in which 
they live. 

• Publishing and sharing data and research: The pace of technological 
development that characterizes ICTs means that flexible and responsive polices 
and strategies are required which are driven by accurate, up-to-date information 
that is shared between stakeholders. The Working Group recommends that sex-
disaggregated data and research should be 
 published and shared among stakeholders in a safe and secure manner, within 
the limits of data protection requirements, privacy considerations,  
and commercial confidentiality.
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The recommended actions for each stakeholder group are set out in the table below

Non-Governmental 
Organizations

Government/ 
policy-makers

Private  
sector

Collect, analyse and track sex-
disaggregated data related to 
Internet access and use in national 
official statistics databases and 
ensure that indicators to measure 
Internet access and use from a 
gender perspective are integrated 
into existing official data 
collection requirements

Collect, analyse and track sex-disaggregated 
customer data related to Internet access and use 
(e.g. by tracking the gender composition of customer 
bases, analysing existing data with a gender lens and 
integrating gender questions into existing surveys) 

Consider sharing sex-disaggregated data 
with other stakeholders in a safe and secure 
manner and within the limits of data protection 
requirements/ privacy considerations and 
commercial confidentiality 

Conduct consumer insights research to better 
understand the needs, circumstances and preferences 
of women and girls and the factors limiting women 
and girls’ access to and use of the Internet, including 
for the different women in each market

Use big data 
to measure 
women  
and girls’  
Internet use.

For all Internet-related initiatives, collect, 
analyse and track sex-disaggregated data 
related to Internet access and use and ensure 
that indicators to measure Internet access from 
a gender perspective are integrated into existing 
data collection activities

Support and conduct robust, reliable, 
accurate and up-to-date research 
concerning women and girls’ access to and 
use of the Internet to better understand the 
needs, circumstances and preferences of 
women and girls in different contexts and 
the factors enabling and limiting women 
and girls’ access to and use of the Internet 
(including cultural and social norms)

Publish sex-
disaggregated 
data in a safe and 
secure manner and 
within the limits 
of data protection 
requirements/ 
privacy 
considerations 

Ensure that national data to 
measure Internet access and 
use from a gender perspective 
is collected in accordance with 
international guidelines, is openly 
accessible and undertaken in 
a manner that enables regular 
comparisons over time and 
between countries 

Assess baseline indicators for all 
strategies, policies and plans related 
to internet access and use and put 
in place measures to ensure that 
they are providing relevant, timely 
sex-disaggregated data which 
can be used for the development, 
implementation and measurement of 
future policies, strategies and plans

Support and conduct robust, reliable, accurate and up-to-date 
research concerning women and girls’ access to and use of 
the Internet to better understand the needs, circumstances and 
preferences of women and girls in different contexts and the 
factors enabling and limiting women and girls’ access to and use 
of the Internet (including cultural and social norms)

Share sex-disaggregated 
data with other stakeholders 
in a safe and secure manner 
and within the limits of data 
protection requirements/ 
privacy considerations 

Inter-Governmental 
Organizations

Collect, analyse and track 
sex-disaggregated data 
related to Internet access 
and use in all relevant 
activities and include 
indicators to measure 
Internet access from a 
gender perspective in 
existing data collection 
requirements

Support Member States in 
the collection, analysis and 
tracking of sex-disaggregated 
data related to Internet 
access and use at national 
level and encourage them to 
include indicators to measure 
Internet access from a gender 
perspective into their existing 
data collection requirements

Publish sex-
disaggregated 
data in a safe and 
secure manner 
and within the 
limits of data 
protection 
requirements/ 
privacy 
considerations 

Support and conduct robust, reliable, 
accurate and up-to-date research 
concerning women and girls’ access 
to and use of the Internet to better 
understand the needs, circumstances 
and preferences of women and girls 
in different contexts and the factors 
enabling and limiting women and 
girls’ access to and use of the Internet 
(including cultural and social norms)

Facilitate 
regular 
international 
comparisons 
over time 
and between 
countries

Support efforts to 
ensure that national, 
regional and global 
data to measure 
Internet access 
and use from a 
gender perspective 
are collected in 
accordance with 
international guidelines

Collect, analyse and 
track sex-disaggregated 
data related to Internet 
access and use and 
conduct case studies

Academia/research 
institutions

Support and conduct robust, reliable, accurate and up-to-date research 
concerning women and girls’ access to and use of the Internet to better 
understand the needs, circumstances and preferences of women and girls 
in different contexts and the factors enabling and limiting women and girls’ 
access to and use of the Internet (including cultural and social norms)

Analyse gender 
considerations in 
public and private 
sector policies in 
relation to ICT

Publish sex-disaggregated 
data in a safe and secure 
manner and within the limits of 
data protection requirements/ 
privacy considerations 
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A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have made 
commitments to take forward some of the 
recommended actions specified above:

• A4AI, the Web Foundation, GSMA, 
and APC, agreed to collaborate 
to develop a set of baseline 
indicators on the gender digital 
divide, which they will promote 
amongst research institutions and 
government stakeholders. This will 
build on existing recommendations 
for gender-specific indicators 
and methodologies taking into 
consideration previous efforts and 
guidelines produced by ITU and the 
Partnership on Measuring the ICTs for 
Development Task Group on Gender. 
Work on these indicators will start 
immediately and is intended to be 
finished by the third quarter of 2017.

• USAID agreed to publish its gender 
digital divide survey toolkit, which 
supports the collection of sub-
national disaggregated data. It has 
also agreed to encourage its field 
missions to use any standardised 
metrics and tools that are developed 
by the Working Group. 

• ITU agreed to continue to collect 
and publish gender disaggregated 
data on Internet penetration and 
Internet users, as well as to estimate 
the digital gender gap in Internet 
use. This follows efforts of ITU and 
other Members of the Partnership on 
Measuring the ICTs for Development 
to collect internationally comparable 
gender-disaggregated ICT statistics.

• APC is undertaking a global mapping 
of actors and initiatives working  
on gender and ICT to identify key 
issues and gaps, which includes a 
focus on access.

Besides these commitments, the 
Working Group has identified the need 
for stakeholders to work collectively in 
pursuit of the following actions:

• To recommend a set of questions 
and indicators that can be collected 
and monitored at global, regional 
and national levels to measure 
access and use from a gender 
perspective, based on existing 
recommendations for gender-
specific indicators as well as 
proposed new indicators. 

• To use the ongoing work started in 
2012 by the Partnership on Measuring 
the ICTs for Development and its Task 
Group on Gender (TGG), which has 
defined gender-related ICT indicators 
and TGG recommendations to 
continue the collection of ICT data 
at the individual level and sex-
disaggregated ICT data as key to 
obtaining gender-related  
ICT statistics.

• To support the development and 
maintenance of platforms for storing 
and sharing gender-disaggregated 
data on Internet access and use.

• To develop a gender ICT index 
which enables regular comparisons 
between countries and over time.
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The challenge 

Strategies, policies, plans and budgets 
that explicitly address women’s 
needs, circumstances, capabilities and 
preferences are essential if governments, 
businesses and other stakeholders are to 
tackle the digital gender gap effectively.25 

Such policies must reflect the diverse 
contexts of different countries and 
localities, and women’s needs must  
be at the heart of policy and  
programme design, not incidental or 
supplementary to it.

Stakeholders have often neglected to 
develop adequate or holistic strategies 
that ensure gender equality in ICTs.26 
Gender-related policies, strategies 
and action plans frequently fail to 
acknowledge the importance of ICTs 
and broadband as enabling tools and 

are often disconnected from ICT-related 
policies.27 At the same time, strategies, 
policies and plans aimed at promoting 
broadband adoption and access often do 
not have a gender dimension and fail to 
address women’s needs, circumstances, 
capabilities and preferences.28 

Institutions too, often lack the capacity 
and/or mechanisms to develop and 
deliver gender-responsive policies 
and strategies efficiently. Women and 
relevant communities are often not 
consulted, and relevant structures for 
ensuring accountability or effective 
cooperation amongst stakeholders may 
not exist. Institutions may also not be 
sufficiently flexible to meet the needs  
of fast-changing ICT environments,  
as well as of effective implementation 
and enforcement.29

25 c.f. Web Foundation, 2015:42.
26 GSMA, 2015a:62.
27 Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:28.
28 A4AI, 2016:34.
29 c.f. Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:14.
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Recommendations to stakeholders

The Working Group’s recommended actions are intended to help ensure that an 
explicit focus on gender equality is integrated effectively in strategies, policies, 
plans and budgets, and that these policies and strategies meet women’s needs, 
circumstances, capabilities and preferences. The Working Group’s proposed  
actions include:

• Establishing gender equality targets for Internet and broadband access and 
use: The integration of gender equality targets and key performance indicators 
across all Internet-related strategies, policies, plans, projects and budgets is 
vital to addressing the gender digital divide effectively. The Working Group calls 
on stakeholders to ensure that ICT/broadband access targets are included in 
gender equality and other related strategies, policies, plans and budgets. To 
ensure consistent action and progress, it further recommends that stakeholders 
should implement clear accountability structures to ensure targets are delivered 
and women are supported in accessing and using the Internet and broadband. 

• Assessing strategies, policies, plans and budgets for gender equality 
considerations: Outdated and/or ill-conceived strategies, policies, plans and 
budgets may hamper initiatives promoting access for women. The Working 
Group recommends that stakeholders use gender analysis tools to assess and 
develop strategies, policies, plans and budgets to ensure that gender equality 
considerations are sufficiently reflected and prioritised.

• Consulting and involving women as well as relevant local communities 
and experts: Women’s needs must be at the heart of policy and programme 
design to overcome all aspects of the digital gender divide. To ensure that 
policy development is centred on women and their needs in diverse contexts, 
the Working Group recommends that stakeholders consult and involve 
women and local communities, gender equality advocates and experts, as 
well as researchers and relevant NGOs, from the outset in the development of 
strategies, policies, plans and budgets.
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The recommended actions for each stakeholder group are set out in the table below

Government/ 
policy-makers

Private  
sector

Include gender equality targets 
across all ICT/broadband strategies, 
policies, plans and budgets to 
ensure they support women and 
girls in accessing and using the 
Internet and broadband; along with 
clear accountability structures to 
ensure targets are delivered

Make women part of the business 
strategy including setting targets and 
key performance indicators to ensure 
appropriate focus on women and girls 
accessing and using the Internet; along 
with clear accountability structures to 
ensure targets are delivered 

Assess business strategies, policies and plans 
to ensure that a focus on women customers is 
sufficiently reflected and prioritised, and establish 
processes for ensuring a consideration of women 
customers in the future development of all 
strategies, policies, plans and budgets (including 
those related to products, services and marketing)

Ensure ICT/
broadband access 
targets are included 
in gender equality 
and other related 
strategies, policies, 
plans and budgets 
(e.g. education)

Inter-Governmental 
Organizations

Encourage and support Member States to include gender 
equality targets across all ICT/broadband and other 
related strategies, policies, plans and budgets to ensure 
they support women and girls in accessing and using the 
Internet and broadband; along with clear accountability 
structures to ensure targets are delivered

Include a gender 
perspective in 
academic research 
programmes focused 
on ICT/broadband 
access and use

Academia/research 
institutions

Analyse gender 
considerations 
in policies 
related to ICT

Share findings 
proactively in 
formats easily 
accessible and 
usable for other 
stakeholder groups

Non-Governmental 
Organizations

Include gender equality targets and key 
performance indicators across all Internet-
related projects and plans to ensure they 
support women and girls in accessing 
and using the Internet; along with clear 
accountability structures to ensure targets 
are delivered 

Consult and involve women and local 
communities as well as researchers and 
NGOs involved in gender equality and/
or women’s rights in ICT from the outset 
in the development of products, services 
and pricing strategies to drive uptake 
amongst women customers

Promote and 
implement 
policies to 
assure gender 
equality across 
the business and 
its activities

Use gender analysis tools to assess 
strategies, policies and implementation 
plans and ensure that gender equality 
considerations are sufficiently reflected 
and prioritised, and establish processes 
for ensuring gender analysis is included 
in the future development of all 
strategies, policies, plans and budgets 

Consult and involve women 
and local communities, as well 
as gender equality advocates 
and experts, from the outset in 
the development of strategies, 
policies and budgets to ensure 
policy development is centred 
on women

Use gender analysis tools to assess strategies, 
policies and implementation plans and ensure 
that gender equality considerations are sufficiently 
reflected and prioritised, and establish processes for 
ensuring gender analysis is included in the future 
development of all strategies, policies and budgets.

Consult and involve gender 
equality advocates and experts 
from the outset in the development 
of strategies, policies and budgets 
to ensure policy development 
centred on women

Promote exchange  
and cooperation 
between academic  
and research  
centres, policy-makers 
and the private sector

Consult and involve women and local 
communities as well as researchers and 
NGOs involved in gender equality and/or 
women’s rights in ICT from the outset in the 
development of projects and plans to ensure 
strategy development centred on women 
and their needs in different contexts 

Advocate for 
mainstreaming 
gender equality 
in all strategies, 
policies, plans and 
budgets  
by all stakeholders

Use gender analysis tools to assess projects 
and implementation plans and ensure that 
gender equality considerations are sufficiently 
reflected and prioritised, and establish 
processes for ensuring gender analysis is 
included in the future development of all 
strategies, policies and budgets
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A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have made 
commitments to take forward some  
of the recommended actions  
specified above:

• A4AI and the Web Foundation 
agreed to develop a gender-
responsive ICT policy curriculum to 
train policy-makers across regions 
in key policy areas to address the 
digital gender gap. They have 
already started the development 
of this curriculum with the input 
of several partners who are being 
interviewed to gather perspectives 
on important elements of effective 
gender-responsive policies. They 
intend to pilot the first draft of the 
curriculum during an upcoming 
workshop for West Africa policy-
makers in May 2017 in Senegal. The 
curriculum will be made available 
to partners, and will integrate the 
Baseline Gender Indicators (discussed 
in Recommendation 1 above) and 
other guidance on how to integrate 
gender considerations across all 
policy themes covered in national ICT 
policies and broadband plans. 

• GSMA agreed to take forward the 
Working Group’s recommendations 
for government stakeholders by 
developing them into a practical 
training course for government 
officials and regulators. This course 
will help participants develop a plan 
to implement the Working Group’s 
recommended policy/regulatory 
actions in their respective countries. 
To achieve scale, it will be rolled out 
through GSMA’s Capacity Building 
partner network and on GSMA’s 
online portal for remote learning 
(www.gsmatraining.com).

• ITU agreed to work closely with 
its Member States to measure 
and promote progress towards 
ITU’s Connect 2020 Agenda, 
and specifically Goal 2, which is 
concerned with bridging the digital 

divide and providing broadband for 
all, and Target 2.5.A, which sets a 
target that “Gender equality among 
Internet users should be reached by 
2020”. The assessment of progress 
toward this target is and will 
continue to be done through the ITU 
performance management system, 
using data from the ITU’s annual 
Measuring the Information  
Society Report. 

• ITU agreed to strengthen the 
reporting and monitoring of 
gender equality within the ITU with 
the support of the ITU Gender 
Dashboard, a reporting and 
monitoring tool that supports analysis 
processes. The tool aims to ensure 
that gender equality is included in the 
future development of ITU’s strategy, 
policies and budgets by gathering 
data including on ICT connectivity 
indicators disaggregated by gender. 
It has also agreed to continue 
to support the ITU Women in 
Standardization Expert Group (WISE) 
to further encourage the inclusion of 
a gender perspective in the work of 
all ITU-T activities and groups as well 
as to expand the Network of Women 
for the World Radiocommunication 
Conference (NOW4WRC) to 
grow women’s participation and 
contribution at those events.

• VimpelCom agreed to integrate a 
gender perspective into a number of 
its plans and programmes, particularly 
those related to financial inclusion 
and entrepreneurship. The company 
will launch financial services in 
Algeria, Kyrgyzstan, and Tajikistan and 
will aim to include women as a target 
segment of these services, while also 
measuring uptake by women. 

• UNESCO has developed Media and 
Information Literacy (MIL) Policies 
and Strategies Guidelines with 
gender equality perspectives, aimed 
at policy-makers of all countries. 
Through this tool, UNESCO agreed 
to partner with Members States in 
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order to integrate MIL with gender 
perspectives in formal and  
informal education. 

• USAID agreed to release and 
share its gender digital divide staff 
training module, which supports the 
integration of gender into policies 
and sharing of good practices  
and lessons.

• The United Nations Foundation’s 
Digital Impact Alliance (DIAL) is 
developing toolkits on the Principles 
for Digital Development to help 
implementing organizations and 

donors integrate and operationalize 
the Principles into their digital 
development programmes. These 
toolkits will incorporate a gender lens 
to ensure that all resources, including 
recommendations, guidance and 
case studies, are inclusive.

Besides these commitments, the 
Working Group has identified the need 
for stakeholders to work collectively  
to provide substantive guidance on  
how to integrate gender into Broadband 
Plans by recommending approaches 
which might be replicated effectively in 
other contexts.
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Studies of the gender gap in Internet 
access and use show that women 
face a number of inter-related barriers 
that inhibit access to and use of the 
Internet.30 These barriers impede 
women from realising the full social 
and developmental value of the 
Internet and technologies for their 
lives, with consequential impacts not 
just on themselves but also on their 
communities and the wider economy. 
These barriers include (the lack of) 
affordable access, issues around safety, 
digital literacy and confidence, as well 
as the availability of relevant content, 
applications and services. 

It is important to recognise that the 
digital gender divide is driven by a 
complex set of social, economic 
and cultural barriers. The complexity 
of this range of barriers requires 
a holistic approach if it is to be 
effectively addressed. Strategies should, 
importantly, also seek to confront the 
structural inequalities between men and 
women in societies. 
 
 

3a: Affordable access

The challenge 

Connectivity and device costs have a 
significant effect on women’s ability to 
benefit from the Internet, as women 
often have lower incomes, less financial 
independence, and limited access to 
external sources of finance.31 As a result, 
women in many countries are more 

likely to have access to poorer quality 
devices and to obtain these later than 
their male peers.32 While device sharing 
and borrowing might provide women 
with a certain level of access, it fails to 
provide them with the privacy to access 
important (and potentially controversial) 
information, for instance information 
pertaining to sexual or maternal health. 
It can also limit the ability of borrowers 
to gain technical literacy skills and to use 
life-enhancing services.33 

Women may find the Internet particularly 
difficult to access in areas where it may 
be predominantly available outside the 
home or in locations that are unsafe 
or inaccessible, and/or where social 
or cultural norms and safety concerns 
may constrain women’s freedom 
of movement and ability to visit, for 
example, public access facilities. Public 
access facilities at schools, libraries and/
or other community anchor institutions 
are particularly important for those who 
cannot afford their own devices or data, 
and can provide further opportunities 
for training and capacity development.34 
But while models of public access 
can offer simple yet effective means 
for promoting broader access, a 
number of factors limit the success of 
such facilities’. These include funding 
difficulties, operating hours, the location, 
safety and even name of the facility.35 

It will be difficult to achieve universal 
access in countries and districts where 
there is poor telecommunication 
network deployment, where electrical 
power is expensive or in short supply, 
and/or where un(der)competitive 

30 e.g., IGF BPF, 2016; GSMA & LIRNEasia, 2015:15.
31 A4AI, 2016:38; APC, 2015d; GSMA, 2015a:44; Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:21.
32 A4AI, 2016:19.
33 GSMA, 2015:44.
34 IGF, 2017.
35 c.f. A4AI, 2016:25; APC, 2015d; Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:9; Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and 

Gender, 2013:40; ITU, 2013.
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markets and inefficient spectrum 
allocation policies reduce availability, 
increase cost, and limit quality of service. 
A lack of competition and conservative 
spectrum allocation policies also restrict 

the entry of new and small providers and 
their ability to use new technologies, 
while cumbersome licensing 
requirements, high taxes, and royalty 
stacking36 can also inhibit access.37 

36 Royalty stacking occurs when a company must pay multiple royalties because its device, or components within its device (e.g. 
a smartphone), may infringe on an existing patent (A4AI, 2016:19).

37 A4AI, 2016:12, 19; APC, 2015d & 2015b; Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:40.
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Recommendations to stakeholders

The Working Group’s recommended actions to ensure affordable access address 
these different aspects of women’s ability to gain access. These not only require 
that the cost of devices and services should be reduced, but also that network 
capacity, quality, and coverage should be improved. The Working Group’s proposed 
actions include:

• Improved understanding of affordability issues: The Working Group 
recommends that stakeholders investigate the ways in which men and women 
from diverse population segments are impacted by affordability issues and 
develop strategies for achieving affordable access based on this understanding.

• Innovating to reduce the cost of devices and services: The Working Group 
recommends that stakeholders work to reduce the cost of devices for accessing 
the Internet, and of data, so that access becomes more affordable to women, 
particularly those with lower incomes. This can be supported through policy and 
regulatory measures, the design of products and services, and technical and/or 
market innovation.

• Improving network coverage, capacity and quality: The Working Group 
recommends that stakeholders should collaborate and support efforts to 
increase network coverage, capacity and quality, particularly in underserved 
areas where a significant proportion of the population are women. Steps 
towards achieving this should include improving access to existing capacity, 
promoting infrastructure sharing, releasing spectrum at affordable cost, and 
considering the use of public finances and/or Universal Service Funds (USFs) to 
incentivise the rollout of, or access to, infrastructure. 

• Providing public access facilities: The Working Group recommends that 
stakeholders should support and invest in the provision of safe and accessible 
public access facilities to serve women. 
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The recommended actions for each stakeholder group are set out in the table below

Government/ 
policy-makers

Develop strategies 
for achieving 
affordable Internet 
and broadband access 
for women and girls 
that are based on an 
understanding of 
the ways in which 
population segments 
are impacted by 
affordability issues

Implement policy and 
regulatory measures 
to help ensure that 
providers can offer 
data and devices for 
accessing the Internet 
at prices that are 
affordable to women 
and girls, particularly 
for those with lower 
incomes 

Encourage increases in network coverage, capacity 
and quality, particularly in underserved areas where 
a significant proportion of the population are 
women and girls, by among other things facilitating 
access to measures to encourage innovation that 
reduces the cost of available capacity, promoting 
infrastructure sharing, releasing spectrum at 
affordable cost and considering the use’ of public 
finances/ Universal Service Funds to incentivise 
the rollout of, or access to, infrastructure in 
underserved rural areas 

Support and 
invest in the 
provision 
of safe and 
accessible 
public access 
facilities to 
serve women 
and girls

Implement measures to 
encourage innovation 
that reduces the cost of 
broadband and Internet 
access and use for women 
and girls, while also 
meeting their needs (e.g. by 
establishing a predictable, 
equitable and transparent 
regulatory environment for 
stakeholders and investors) 

Private  
sector

Develop strategies for 
achieving affordable Internet 
access for women and 
girls that are based on an 
understanding of the ways in 
which population segments are 
impacted by affordability issues

Design products and services at 
price points that help ensure that 
the cost of data for accessing the 
Internet is affordable to women and 
girls, particularly for those with lower 
incomes (e.g. through pricing plans 
and promotional offers)

Inter-Governmental 
Organizations

Encourage and support Member States 
to develop strategies for achieving 
affordable Internet and broadband access 
for women and girls which are based on 
an understanding of the ways in which 
population segments are impacted by 
affordability issues

Research and document the ways in which 
men and women from diverse population 
segments are impacted by affordability issues 
and publish the findings in policy-maker and 
user-friendly formats

Academia/research 
institutions

Non-Governmental 
Organizations

Develop initiatives for achieving 
affordable Internet access for women and 
girls that are based on an understanding 
of the ways in which population segments 
are impacted by affordability issues

Support approaches that help ensure 
that the cost of data and devices for 
accessing the Internet is affordable 
to women and girls, particularly for 
those with lower incomes

Design solutions that 
reduce the cost of 
devices for accessing 
the Internet for women 
and girls (e.g. through 
financing mechanisms 
and/or low-cost devices)

Increase network coverage, capacity and 
quality as well as access to existing capacity, 
particularly in underserved areas where a 
significant population are women and girls 
(e.g. through infrastructure sharing and 
energy-efficient and renewable energy 
networks in off-grid regions)

Encourage Member States 
to invest in approaches and 
innovation that reduce the 
cost of, or increase access to, 
broadband and Internet access 
and use for women and girls, 
while also meeting their needs

Support efforts to increase network coverage, 
capacity and quality as well as access to existing 
capacity, particularly in underserved areas where 
a significant proportion of the population are 
women and girls.

Support the provision 
of safe and accessible 
public access facilities 
to serve women  
and girls

Support and 
invest in the 
provision of safe 
and accessible 
customer access 
facilities to serve 
women and girls

Encourage Member States to support efforts to ensure that the 
cost of data and devices for accessing the Internet is affordable 
to women and girls, particularly for those with lower incomes; to 
increase network coverage, capacity and quality, particularly in 
underserved areas where a significant population are women and 
girls; and to provide safe and accessible public access facilities to 
serve women and girls
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A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have made 
commitments to take forward some  
of the recommended actions  
specified above:

• GSMA has made a commitment 
to help take forward some of the 
recommended actions specified 
above by supporting the Connected 
Women Commitment Initiative. This 
initiative enables mobile operators 
to drive an effort to reduce the 
gender gap in mobile Internet and 
mobile money by making formal 
commitments to increase the 
proportion of women in their mobile 
Internet and/or mobile money 
customer base by 2020. 

• APC’s Global Information Society 
Watch 2017 will be focused on 
community access networks, which 
will include a gender perspective. 
This edition is expected to contain 
60 country reports and five thematic 
reports on various aspect of access 
and development and will be 
published during IGF 2017.

• APC is developing a local connectivity 
access project, with research and 
advocacy components, that will 
include a gender perspective to 
understand barriers, opportunities 
and best practices to foster the 
growth of new models for the 
provision of local access which 
address affordability and  
coverage barriers.

Besides these commitments, the Working 
Group has also identified the need for 
stakeholders to work collectively to 
ensure affordable broadband access and 
use specifically for women.

3b: Addressing 
threats that prevent 
access and use

The challenge 

Studies show that fears concerning safety 
and harassment are significant barriers 
that inhibit some women from benefitting 
from or even wanting to access the 
Internet. Women can face concerns of 
physical violence in respect of devices 
they own or borrow, including vulnerability 
to theft.38 They may struggle to access 
public access facilities due to unsafe roads 
or because facilities are in some way 
considered unsuitable for women. Social 
or cultural norms and safety concerns may 
further constrain women’s freedom of 
movement; while access may be limited to 
‘walled gardens’ containing only a limited 
selection of websites.39 

Once online, women can face fears 
of intimidation, harassment, violence, 
surveillance, and/or illegal data 
retention (among other things). While 
the Internet can give women access to 
empowering information, access can 
also provoke an online or offline reaction 
that increases women’s vulnerability, 
especially if women are considered to 
transgress gender norms. Patriarchal 
and/or regressive groups may use digital 
ICTs to subordinate women and/or to 
dishonour and criticize their characters 
in public, while some women’s 
families or communities may also feel 
uncomfortable with them accessing the 
Internet or using certain devices.40 Safety 
concerns and a generalised perception 
of threat pertaining to Internet access 
and use should not, however, be used as 
an excuse for denying women access. 
Instead, the Internet’s ability to empower 
women should be emphasised.41 

38 e.g., APC, 2015a & d; Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:11; GSMA, 2015a:66; GSMA & LIRNEasia, 2015; IGF BPF 2015; Broadband 
Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:6.

39 ibid.
40 Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:10; IGF BPF, 2015. 
41 IGF BPF, 2016:30. 
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Recommendations to stakeholders

The Working Group’s recommendations to address threats are aimed both at 
promoting better understanding and awareness of the ways in which women 
experience threats, and ensuring that stakeholders help to make the Internet and 
its use safer for women. Access to Internet-enabled services and device ownership 
can be used in ways that actually enhance women’s personal security. The Working 
Group’s recommendations support innovative approaches to safety tools, reporting, 
and response mechanisms. Proposed actions include:

• Researching and understanding threats: Before threats that women face in 
accessing and using the Internet can be addressed and prevented, they have 
to be better understood. The Working Group recommends that stakeholders 
conduct research on the threats pertaining to women’s ICT use, as well as cultural 
and social norms, that prevent women from accessing and using the Internet in 
different regions and social and cultural contexts. 

• Increasing awareness of threats and how they can be addressed or reduced: 
The Working Group recommends that stakeholders make use of awareness 
campaigns, digital literacy programmes and/or formal education programmes/
curricula to raise awareness of the threats that prevent women from accessing 
and using the Internet, and how they can be addressed or reduced. These 
awareness and education activities should target both men and women and 
should seek to promote increased awareness of behavioural changes that can 
help address social and cultural norms that prevent women and girls from 
accessing and using the Internet.

• Developing safety applications and services: The Working Group recommends that 
stakeholders invest in applications and services that make it safer for women to access 
and use the Internet, while addressing issues of harassment, abuse and violence.

• Strengthening protection measures and reporting procedures : The Working 
Group recommends that stakeholders strengthen measures to protect women 
against ICT-mediated abuse and harassment; including through legal and policy 
frameworks that recognise and address ICT-mediated abuse, harassment and 
fraud, and through measures that promote and simplify access to justice. It is 
important that women are able to report online abuse easily and safely and that 
the response to their reports is expeditious and effective, without infringing 
fundamental rights and freedoms.
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Threats may inhibit women from using and 
benefitting from the Internet, may impact 
on how women use ICTs, discourage them 
from expressing their creativity, prevent 
them from expanding their social capital 
or seeking political expression, and may 
lead to general self-censorship.42 Despite 
these potentially serious consequences 
for women’s rights, addressing and 
preventing online forms of abuse is not 
prioritised in many countries’ policy or 

development agendas, while mechanisms 
and institutions to monitor and prosecute 
threats that arise from online abuse and 
violence are often largely absent.43 Many 
women – irrespective of the level of digital 
literacy skills they possess – also struggle 
to navigate the complex manners in which 
they can report online abuse, while online 
platforms are often criticised for taking 
unreasonably long to respond to queries 
and complaints.

42 Web Foundation, 2016; IGF BPF, 2015; Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:24. 
43 IGF BPF, 2015:38-39; Web Foundation, 2015.
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The recommended actions for each stakeholder group are set out in the table below

Government/ 
policy-makers

Private  
sector

Support and conduct research 
on the threats, as well as 
cultural and social norms, that 
prevent women and girls from 
accessing and using the Internet 
in different social and cultural 
contexts, including those 
enabled through the use of ICTs 
as well as those that women 
and girls face online

Conduct consumer insights 
research to better understand 
the threats, as well as cultural and 
social norms, that prevent women 
and girls from accessing and using 
the Internet in each market

Participate actively in 
industry, government and 
NGO initiatives established 
to protect women and 
girls against ICT-mediated 
abuse and harassment

Increase awareness of the threats 
that prevent women and girls 
from accessing and using the 
Internet and how they can be 
addressed or reduced through 
awareness campaigns, digital literacy 
programmes and in formal education 
programmes/curriculum (targeting 
both men and women in education 
and awareness activities)

Inter-Governmental 
Organizations

Conduct research on the threats, as well as 
cultural and social norms, that prevent women 
and girls from accessing and using the Internet 
in different social and cultural contexts, including 
those enabled through the use of ICTs as well as 
those that women and girls face online

Promote increased awareness of behaviour changes 
that can help address social and cultural norms that 
prevent women and girls from accessing and using 
the Internet and how the threats can be addressed 
or reduced through awareness campaigns and digital 
literacy programmes (e.g. through advocacy efforts)

Conduct research on the threats, as well as cultural and social norms, that prevent 
women and girls from accessing and using the Internet in different social and 
cultural contexts and how to prevent them as well as that women face when using 
the Internet and their impact. This includes those enabled through the use of ICTs as 
well as that women and girls face online and share findings with stakeholders 

Academia/research 
institutions

Non-Governmental 
Organizations

Conduct research on the threats, as well 
as cultural and social norms, that prevent 
women and girls from accessing and using 
the Internet in different social and cultural 
contexts, including those enabled through 
the use of ICTs as well as those that 
women and girls face online

Increase awareness of the threats that 
prevent women and girls from accessing 
and using the Internet and how they can be 
addressed or reduced through awareness 
campaigns and digital literacy programmes 
(targeting both men and women in 
education and awareness activities)

Develop applications and 
services that make it safer for 
women and girls to access and 
use the Internet, addressing 
issues of harassment, abuse 
and violence

Make it easy and safe for women and 
girls customers to report online abuse 
(and ensure that such reports are 
responded to quickly and effectively) 
while ensuring that other fundamental 
freedoms and rights are upheld

Strengthen measures to 
protect women and girls 
against ICT-mediated abuse 
and harassment; including 
through legal and policy 
frameworks that recognise 
and address ICT-mediated 
abuse, harassment and fraud, 
and through measures that 
promote access to justice 

Invest in and/or encourage 
the development of 
applications and services 
that make it safer for women 
and girls to access and use 
the Internet, addressing issues 
of harassment, abuse and 
violence, while ensuring that 
other fundamental freedoms 
and rights are upheld

Encourage Member States to strengthen measures at 
the national level to protect women and girls against 
ICT-mediated abuse and harassment; including through 
legal and policy frameworks that recognise and address 
ICT-mediated abuse, harassment and fraud, and 
through measures that promote access to justice

Motivate and train women 
and men to do research on 
the opportunities and threats 
related to their access to and 
use of the Internet

Support and invest in 
applications, services and other 
measures that make it safer for 
women and girls to access and 
use the Internet, addressing 
issues of harassment, abuse  
and violence

Make it easy and safe for women 
and girls to report online abuse 
(and ensure that such reports 
are responded to quickly and 
effectively) while ensuring that 
other fundamental rights and 
freedoms are upheld

Make it easy 
and safe for 
women and 
girls to report 
online abuse 
(and ensure that 
such reports are 
responded  
to quickly  
and effectively)
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A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have made 
commitments to take forward some of 
the recommended actions specified:

• ITU agreed to continue its ongoing 
work on child online protection 
as guided by the Council Working 
Group on Child Online Protection, 
which includes the protection of girls 
and young women online. 

• Commissioner Speranza Ndege 
agreed to prepare an instrument 
and administer it to sample female 
students in her University. She also 
committed to interviewing female 
staff (both teaching and non-
teaching), to analyse the data, and to 
share the findings. 

Besides these commitments, the 
Working Group has identified the need 
for stakeholders to work collectively in 
pursuit of the following actions:

• To audit violence against women/
gender-based violence laws for 
inclusion of ICT-enabled violence/
abuse; and

• To specify measures to protect 
women against ICT-mediated abuse 
and harassment and promote access 
to justice (e.g., training of legal  
staff, etc.).

3c: Digital literacy 
and confidence 

The challenge 

Although the Internet and other ICTs 
may offer ways to overcome traditional 
barriers, gender disparities still prevent 
women benefiting from opportunities 
that the Internet can offer, and constrain 
their ability to gain more advanced 
online skills.44 In many countries, a higher 
proportion of women than men are 
illiterate or have experienced lower levels 
of education.45 Research studies suggest 
that women with such disadvantages 
often lack the digital skills or confidence 
needed to use the Internet, leading to 
them failing to gain access or restricting 
their use to a limited number of services 
and applications.46 

Lower levels of technical literacy and 
confidence can compound other 
challenges. For instance, a lack of 
awareness of privacy and safety settings 
might make certain women more 
susceptible to threats online.47 To learn 
how to use applications and services, 
women often rely heavily on social and 
family networks which may not only lack 
relevant digital skills themselves, but can 
even discourage women from learning 
due to negative perceptions of women 
using the Internet.48 These factors may 
also contribute to women feeling that 
they lack the necessary control  
over technology.49 

The barriers and challenges women 
face in building digital capacities differ 
substantially between regions, making 
‘one-size-fits-all’ solutions across 

44 c.f. GSMA, 2015b:11; Web Foundation, 2015; 
45 UNESCO, 2015:20.
46 c.f. GSMA & LIRNEasia, 2015:15, 66; GSMA, 2015b:4; Web Foundation, 2015:4. 
47 GSMA & LIRNEasia, 2015:66.
48 ibid, 3.
49 World Bank, 2016:134.  
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geographies unfeasible.50 However, the 
relevance of the curricula to women, 
women’s ability to access ICT-related 
resources, and stereotypes that compel 

girls to self-select out of technology 
courses are all factors that impact 
women’s ability to gain the skills needed 
to benefit from safe Internet access.51

50 UNESCO & Intel, 2014:3 
51 Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:10; UNESCO & Intel, 2014:2.
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Recommendations to stakeholders

The Working Group’s recommendations to overcome barriers related to women’s 
lack of digital skills and confidence are designed to help ensure that women 
become active Internet users. The Working Group’s proposed  
actions include:

• Understanding women’s needs: The Working Group recommends that 
stakeholders ensure that digital literacy and capacity-building initiatives consider 
women’s needs, interests and local contexts in order to encourage strategic and 
meaningful use of the Internet. 

• Investing in education and capacity-building initiatives: The Working Group 
recommends that stakeholders invest in public education and capacity-building 
initiatives that pay particular attention to increasing women’s digital literacy 
and confidence, including women across all levels of education, income, 
and familiarity with ICTs and the Internet. Digital skills training should also be 
integrated in education (especially primary schools), with particular attention 
being paid to meeting the interests and advancement of women and girls.

• Developing skills and confidence: Women should be provided with ample 
opportunity to develop their digital skills and build confidence through different 
channels, including by accessing public facilities, leveraging existing initiatives 
and networks, and being supported to learn independently. The Working 
Group recommends that stakeholders should support the development of 
online content and services that are accessible to women with limited literacy, 
language and ICT-related skills, and confidence; and should ensure that women 
with lower literacy levels are included in the pilots and user testing of these 
services, including online government content and services.

• Supporting educators: The Working Group recommends that educators, 
teachers and local leaders should be trained to use tools and understand the 
benefits of delivering digital skills training to women in their communities; 
that stakeholders should invest in pre- and in-service training of teachers and 
educators to support their ongoing learning and development; and that the 
number of female teachers of ICT across all levels of education should  
be increased.

• Supporting and promoting female role models: The Working Group 
recommends that female role models should be promoted as leaders  
and Internet users within communities and amongst staff in  
decision-making positions.

36



Recommendations for action: bridging the gender gap in Internet and broadband access and use37

The recommended actions for each stakeholder group are set out in the table below

Government/ 
policy-makers

Private  
sector

Invest in public education 
initiatives that pay 
particular attention to 
increasing women and 
girls’ digital literacy and 
confidence, including for 
women and girls across all 
levels of education, income 
and familiarity with ICT and  
the Internet

Invest in customer education initiatives 
that pay particular attention to increasing 
women and girls’ digital literacy and 
confidence, including for women and girls 
across all levels of education, income and 
familiarity with ICT and the Internet (e.g.in 
marketing activities and through customer 
service representatives and retail outlets)

Ensure that digital literacy and 
capacity-building initiatives consider 
women and girls’ needs, interests 
and local contexts in order to 
encourage strategic and meaningful 
use of the Internet which maximises 
its value to women and girls and  
minimises risks

Ensure that digital literacy 
and education initiatives 
consider women and 
girls’ needs, interests and 
local contexts in order to 
encourage strategic and 
meaningful use of the 
Internet which maximises 
its value to women and 
girls and minimises risks

Train teachers, educators 
and other local leaders 
to use tools and 
understand the benefits 
of delivering digital skills 
training to women and 
girls in their communities, 
and support their 
ongoing learning  
and development 

Inter-Governmental 
Organizations

Invest in Member State capacity-
building initiatives which pay 
particular attention to increasing 
women and girl citizens’ digital 
literacy and confidence, including 
for women and girls across all 
levels of education, income  
and familiarity with ICT and  
the Internet

Encourage Member States 
to ensure digital literacy and 
capacity-building initiatives 
consider women and girls’ needs, 
interests and local contexts in 
order to encourage strategic and 
meaningful use of Internet which 
maximises its value to women and 
girls and minimises risks

Research digital literacy barriers to using the Internet 
by women and girls’ and approaches to increasing 
digital literacy and confidence in actively using the 
Internet including among women and girls across all 
levels of education, income and familiarity with ICT 
and the Internet and share findings with stakeholders

Academia/research 
institutions

Support pre and in-service 
education of teachers and 
training of educators and the 
development of educational 
curricula to improve digital skills 
among women and girls

Non-Governmental 
Organizations

Invest in capacity-building 
initiatives that pay particular 
attention to increasing women and 
girls’ digital literacy and confidence, 
including for women and girls across 
all levels of education, income and 
familiarity with ICT and the Internet

Ensure that digital literacy and capacity-
building initiatives consider women 
and girls’ needs, interests and local 
contexts in order to encourage 
strategic and meaningful use of the 
Internet which maximises its value to 
women and girls and minimises risks

Provide women and girls with 
opportunities to develop their 
digital skills and confidence through 
different channels (e.g. at retail 
outlets, by accessing public facilities, 
by leveraging existing initiatives and 
networks and by supporting women 
and girls to learn on their own)

Develop and offer online  
content and services that are 
accessible to women with limited 
literacy, language and ICT-related 
skills and confidence and ensure 
that women with lower literacy 
levels are included in the pilots and 
user testing of these services

Provide women and girls 
with opportunities to 
develop their digital skills 
and confidence through 
different channels, including 
by accessing public 
facilities, leveraging existing 
initiatives and networks and 
supporting women and girls 
to learn on their own

Support efforts to provide women 
and girls with opportunities to 
develop their digital skills and 
confidence through different 
channels, including by accessing 
public facilities, leveraging existing 
initiatives and networks and 
supporting women and girls to 
learn on their own

Provide women and girls with 
opportunities to develop their digital 
skills and confidence through different 
channels, including by accessing public 
facilities, leveraging existing initiatives 
and networks and supporting women 
and girls to learn on their own

Support approaches that make online 
content and services more accessible 
to women with limited literacy, language 
and ICT-related skills and confidence and 
ensure that women with lower literacy 
levels are included in the pilots and user 
testing of these services

Take steps to make online 
government content and 
services more accessible to 
women with limited literacy, 
language and ICT-related skills 
and confidence and ensure 
that women with lower literacy 
levels are included in the pilots/
models and user testing of  
these services

Support and 
promote 
female role 
models as 
leaders and 
Internet 
users within 
communities

Integrate ICT 
technical/literacy 
skills and digital 
skills in education 
(especially primary 
schools), with particular 
attention being paid to 
meeting the interests 
and advancement of 
women and girls

Support and promote female role 
models as Internet users  
(e.g. in marketing communications, 
through women engaged in 
customer outreach activities,  
and the promotion of gender 
equality in staff and decision-
making positions) 

Support and 
promote female 
role models 
as leaders 
and Internet 
users within 
communities

Support steps to make online 
content and services more 
accessible to women with limited 
literacy, language and ICT-related 
skills and confidence and ensure 
that women with lower literacy 
levels are included in the  
pilots and user testing of  
these services

Support and 
promote female 
role models 
as leaders 
and Internet 
users within 
communities

Increase the 
number of 
female teachers 
of ICT across 
all levels of 
education
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A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have made 
commitments to take forward some of 
these recommended actions:

• Commissioner Gloria Bonder 
agreed to conduct research on 
girls’ and boys’ techno-biographies 
in order to gather more qualitative 
information on access to different 
applications, uses, meanings, 
and impact in learning and social 
relations. She hopes that this work 
will help produce recommendations 
for meaningful and relevant digital 
literacy in primary schools.

• ITU has a range of initiatives that 
include a focus on digital literacy, 
including its Digital Literacy Toolkit 
which supports Member States and 
sector members with assessment, 
design and implementation of policy 
pillars pertaining to digital inclusion; 
its collaboration with Telecentre.
org; its Girls in ICT initiative; and its 
GEM-TECH Awards, an annual special 
achievement award for outstanding 
performers and role models in gender 
equality and mainstreaming in the 
area of ICTs. 

• Microsoft is undertaking a range 
of activities focused on diversity 
and inclusion, including education 
and the development of skills. 
Examples of initiatives particularly 
aimed at work and girls include the 
programme YouthSpark and one of 
its activities, DigiGirlz. 

• UNESCO has launched the MIL 
Massively Open Online Course 
(MOOC) for young girls and boys 
to empower them with necessary 
competence in media and 
information literacy (MIL), currently 
available in English and Arabic. 

UNESCO agrees to support capacity-
building for youth organizations 
to integrate MIL in the policy 
and operation of their strategy 
irrespective of their mandate. This 
includes youth organizations involved 
in promoting gender equality and 
women’s empowerment. 

• Through its YouthMobile initiative, 
UNESCO aims to encourage young 
people to fully participate in the 
digital world by developing their skills 
and confidence to develop mobile 
applications that address local issues 
of sustainable development. It pays 
particular attention to the gender 
gap in the access to the Internet and 
ICTs by developing specific projects 
in partnership with relevant existing 
local or global initiatives. 

Besides these commitments, the 
Working Group has identified the need 
for stakeholders to work collectively to 
promote digital literacy and confidence.

3d: Relevant content, 
applications, 
and services 

The challenge 

Some women who are not connected to 
the Internet feel that they will gain little 
value from Internet access or content, 
while others cite the lack of relevant 
content as a reason for not making more 
extensive use of the Internet.52 Although 
the development of meaningful content 
and services is therefore a prerequisite 
for stimulating demand for ICT services 
by women, few organizations focus on 
producing content and services which 
are explicitly focused on women.53 Many 
products have been developed and 

52 c.f. Web Foundation, 2015; Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:25,
53 Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:36; Microsoft, UNESCO, UN Women & ITU, 2014:6.
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designed without sufficient attention 
being paid to women’s circumstances, 
needs, capabilities, and preferences.54 
A better understanding of how women 
use the Internet should help policy-
makers and other stakeholders improve 
the relevance of services and content to 
women’s needs.

Mobile money, e-government, 
agricultural market information, mobile 
learning and health are all services that 
could make the Internet more relevant 
to women. For example, ICTs offer 
governments ways of delivering public 
services in ways that are more targeted, 
allow better collection of data, and 
may enable women to overcome some 

barriers like physical distance. ICTs can 
provide farmers, many of whom are 
women, with easier access to some of 
the information that is vital to improving 
agricultural productivity, whether for 
subsistence or income.55 

However, there is often a lack of 
focus on potential female users in the 
design, testing and implementation 
of applications and services, and as 
a result many fail to benefit women. 
E-governance services and digital tools 
that aim to support citizens, for instance, 
are generally not designed  
with women’s specific needs in mind, 
limiting their potential benefit to 
women’s empowerment.56 

54 Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:5 & 10; UNESCO & Intel, 2014:2. 
55 Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:18; World Bank, 2015:ix & 37. 
56 APC, 2015c; Cummings & O’Neil, 2015:6; World Bank, 2015:15.
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Recommendations to stakeholders

The Working Group’s recommended actions seek to help increase Internet access 
and use among women by increasing awareness of the availability of beneficial 
content, applications, and services relevant to them. The Working Group therefore 
recommends action by all stakeholders to encourage the production of more 
relevant content, applications, and services by taking the following steps: 

• Building awareness: Since a lack of perceived value can be a barrier to Internet 
access and use, the Working Group recommends that stakeholders help raise 
awareness of the potential benefits that can be achieved through women’s 
access to and use of Internet-enabled content, applications, and services.

• Developing relevant content and services: To ensure women can benefit from 
the development of relevant content and services, and can also participate 
in their production, the Working Group recommends that stakeholders 
encourage and participate in the development of an ecosystem of quality, non-
stereotypical services, applications, and content relevant to women which are 
designed with an understanding of women’s wants and needs.

• Consulting and engaging women: A better understanding of the wants and 
needs of diverse groups of women, as distinct from men, will help stakeholders 
improve the relevance of content, applications, and services to women’s needs. 
The Working Group recommends that stakeholders involve women from 
diverse backgrounds, including those in low income groups and those who do 
not currently make use of ICTs, in the design, testing and iteration of content, 
applications, and services.
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The recommended actions for each stakeholder group are set out in the table below

Government/ 
policy-makers

Private  
sector

Build awareness of the potential 
benefits that can realistically be 
achieved through women and girls’ 
access to and use of Internet-enabled 
content, applications and services that  
are available

Build awareness of the potential benefits 
that can realistically be achieved through 
women and girls’ access to and use of 
Internet-enabled content, applications and 
services that are available (e.g. through  
marketing activities)

Involve women from diverse 
backgrounds, including those in low 
income groups and those who do 
not currently make use of ICTs, in the 
design, testing and iteration of content, 
applications and services

Develop quality, non-stereotypical 
services, applications and 
content relevant to women 
and girls, designed based on an 
understanding of their wants  
and needs

Encourage the development 
of an ecosystem of quality, 
non-stereotypical services, 
applications and content 
relevant to women  
and girls

Involve women from diverse 
backgrounds, including those in low 
income groups and those who do not 
currently make use of ICTs, in the design, 
testing and iteration of government 
content, applications and services 

Inter-Governmental 
Organizations

Build awareness among Member States 
of the potential benefits that can 
realistically be achieved through women 
and girls’ access to and use of Internet-
enabled content, applications and 
services that are available

Encourage the 
development of an 
ecosystem of quality, 
non-stereotypical services, 
applications and content 
relevant to women and girls

Conduct research to better 
understand the wants and needs 
of diverse groups of women versus 
men, and the different types of 
female users in each market,  
and share this with  
relevant stakeholders

Academia/research 
institutions

Non-Governmental 
Organizations

Build awareness of the 
potential benefits that can 
realistically be achieved 
through women and girls’ 
access to and use of Internet-
enabled content, applications 
and services that are available

Involve women from diverse 
backgrounds, including those 
in low income groups and those 
who do not currently make use 
of ICTs, in the design, testing and 
iteration of content, applications 
and services

Develop quality, 
non-stereotypical 
services, 
applications and 
content relevant 
to women  
and girls
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A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have committed 
to taking forward some of the 
recommended actions specified above:

• Commissioner Speranza Ndege 
agreed to prepare an instrument and 
administer it to a sample of male and 
female students in her university. The 
participants will be divided into two 
categories, those who are taking ICT-
related courses and those who are 
studying non-ICT related courses. 
She will also interview male and 
female staff members (both teaching 
and non-teaching), will analyse the 
data and publish or share  
the findings. 

• UNESCO agreed to continue raising 
awareness of the potential benefits 
and uses of the Internet for women 
through ongoing media outreach. 
Examples include UNESCO’s 
capacity-building workshops for 

media managers and practitioners, 
its projects which help provide 
local radio stations’ audiences with 
quality programming on issues of 
local concern as well as its work on 
Media and Information Literacy (MIL) 
Policies and Strategies Guidelines and 
on Gender-Sensitive Indicators for 
Media (GSIM).

• VimpelCom agreed to increase the 
availability of relevant applications by 
making its pregnancy app available in 
more of its markets and continuing 
the development of its mobile 
literacy programme in Pakistan by 
collaborating with more development 
partners in the country.

These actions could also be supported 
by stakeholders working collectively 
to conduct big data analysis of existing 
gender research on the wants and needs 
of women, including specific types of 
users (e.g. refugees and female  
migrant workers).
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The challenge 

The barriers preventing women from 
accessing and using the Internet 
are complex, varied, diverse, and 
interrelated.57 Addressing the digital 
gender gap requires an approach that is 
located within economic, social, political 
and cultural contexts; that considers the 
interplay of various factors that impact 
whether women are able to access and 
benefit from ICTs; and that requires 
action by many different stakeholders.58 

As a result, addressing the digital gender 
gap requires action on various levels 

and by many different stakeholders 
working together – governments and 
intergovernmental agencies concerned 
with ICTs and with development; 
businesses involved in the provision 
of handsets, networks and services; 
technical experts in ICTs, gender, 
development and statistical analysis; 
and the women and men who are 
directly concerned and the civil 
society organizations that support 
them. Cooperation between these 
stakeholders will be crucial in enabling 
the development of policies and business 
models that are targeted effectively 
towards women’s needs.

Recommendations to stakeholders

The Working Group’s final set of recommendations recognise the need for 
cooperation between all stakeholders to enable the development of policies and 
business models that are targeted effectively to meet women’s needs; along with 
the need for effectively sharing lessons learned and  
good practice. 

The Working Group recommends that all stakeholders: 

• Develop and share tools, guidelines, case studies and other materials which 
can support national and international efforts to address the digital gender  
gap; and

• Support and encourage multi-stakeholder cooperation and sharing of 
expertise in national and international efforts to address the digital gender gap.

57 c.f preceding sections; GSMA, 2015a:40; Broadband Commission Working Group on Broadband and Gender, 2013:21.
58 c.f. A4AI, 2016:6; APC, 2015a; GSMA, 2015a:42; IGF BPF, 2015.
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These actions could also be supported 
by stakeholders working collectively 
to organize regional and national 
meetings or workshops with diverse 
stakeholders to assess context-based 
needs, experiences, and resources 
in overcoming gender inequalities in 
access and uses of ICT and to mobilise 
stakeholders to implement concrete 
policies and programmes with that aim. 

Relevant existing forums and events 
should be used to increase awareness, 
prioritisation and action on this issue as 
well as to share best practice, facilitate 
cooperation and explore how activities 
in this area can be scaled up. This could 
include at forums such as Mobile World 
Congress, the Commission on the Status 
of Women, World Economic Forum and 
the G20 Summits. 

A number of members of the Broadband 
Commission Working Group on the 
Digital Gender Divide have committed 
to taking forward the recommended 
actions specified above, including:

• Through the Global Partnership for 
Gender Equality in the Digital Age 
(EQUALS) which is a global multi-
stakeholder initiative to track and 
scale up initiatives and programmes 
to ensure that women and girls 
are equal participants in the digital 
technology revolution. Achieving 
equal access to digital technologies is 
a key action area of this partnership.

• Through the Partnership on 
Measuring ICT for Development, 
which brings together a number 
of United Nations and other 
international agencies, and is 
committed to improving the 
availability and quality of ICT data and 
indicators, particularly in developing 
countries, with gender lenses. 

• APC is co-coordinating the IGF 
Gender Best Practice Forum’s 
(BPF) work on integrating a gender 
perspective into multi-stakeholder 
discussions on access.

• The ITU will undertake further 
research and collect evidence on the 
gender and ICTs and SDG5 relevant 
references in ICT and broadband 
policies worldwide.

• UNESCO notes that various of its 
initiatives continue to foster global 
coordination and collaboration in 
areas of research, advocacy and 
visibility. Examples include the Global 
Alliance for Media and Gender 
(GAMAG) and the University Twinning 
and Networking Programme 
(UNITWIN) Network for Gender, 
Media and ICTs. UNESCO also 
agrees to emphasize inter-sectoral 
and inter-agency work in line with 
UNESCO’s priorities; particularly in 
implementing gender equality, media 
and information literacy, and youth-
related activities.
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