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Acronyms, key terms and concepts
GENDER
The concept of gender is first and foremost a cross-cutting sociocultural variable. 
Moreover it is an overarching variable, in the sense that it can also be applied 
to all other cross-cutting variables such as race, class, age and ethnic group. 
Gender systems are established in different sociocultural contexts that determine 
what is expected of, allowed for and valued in a woman/man and girl/boy for 
each specific context. Gender roles are learned through socialization processes; 
they are not fixed but are changeable. Gender systems are institutionalized 
through education systems, political and economic systems, legislation, and 
culture and traditions (OSAGI, 2001).

INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGY (ICT)
ICT includes any device, tool or application that permits the exchange or 
collection of data through interaction or transmission. ICT is an umbrella term 
that includes anything ranging from radio to satellite imagery to mobile phones 
or electronic money transfers (World Bank, 2017).

INFORMATION AND COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES FOR 
DEVELOPMENT (ICT4D)
This involves the application of ICTs towards the achievement of social, economic 
and political development goals. 

NEW ICTS
This term is used to distinguish digital ICTs developed in recent decades 
(e.g. mobile phones, personal computers, the Internet) from the full range of 
information and communication technologies. 

WOMEN’S EMPOWERMENT
This is the concept of women gaining power and control over their own lives. 
It involves awareness raising, building self-confidence, expansion of choices, 
increased access to and control over resources, and actions to transform the 
structures and institutions that reinforce and perpetuate gender discrimination 
and inequality. 
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Introduction
Information and communication have 
always been central to the lives and 
livelihoods of human beings. But the effects 
of rapid digitalization in recent decades 
have led to an “information explosion” that 
has made information and communication 
technologies (ICTs) increasingly central to 
social, cultural, economic and political life, 
often marking the difference between those 
who thrive and those who are left behind. 

Rural women and men in developing 
and least developed countries (LDCs) are 
deeply affected by the global trends that 
have accompanied the rise of ICTs, and 
yet they have the lowest levels of access to 
these technologies, and are usually only an 
afterthought in ICT policy and private sector 
outreach. Rural women in particular face 
many constraints and tend to fare worse 
compared with both urban women and rural 
men in terms of ICT access and adoption.

The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development emphasizes the importance of 
gender equality to the achievement of all of 
the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs)1,  
and specifically recognizes the need to 
leverage ICTs to promote the empowerment 
of women in Target 5.B of SDG 5: “Achieve 
gender equality and empower all women 
and girls”. The 2030 Agenda also states 
that “the spread of information and 
communication technology and global 

1 “Realizing gender equality and the empowerment of women and 
girls will make a crucial contribution to progress across all the Goals and 
targets. The achievement of full human potential and of sustainable 
development is not possible if one half of humanity continues to be 
denied its full human rights and opportunities” (UN, 2015).

interconnectedness has great potential to 
accelerate human progress, to bridge the 
digital divide and to develop knowledge 
societies …”(UN, 2015). 

From the perspective of FAO, ICTs can 
serve as key enablers of rural development 
by “driving economic growth, promoting 
climate-smart agriculture, improving 
livelihoods and increasing the efficiency of 
agricultural value chains” (FAO, 2017). ICTs 
such as rural radio and mobile telephone 
networks can enable smallholders to 
“collectively organize, to access formal and 
informal education and ICT-literacy training, 
to be able to equitably receive government 
information and services relevant to their 
production and economic activities, and to 
fully participate in decision-making” (FAO, 
2014). 

For women farmers in particular, ICTs can 
help to bridge the gender gap in access to 
important productive resources, services, 
information and knowledge, and networking 
opportunities. However, in order to enable 
the meaningful use of ICTs by rural women 
and girls, their interests, needs and constraints 
must be addressed. If this is achieved, there 
is substantial potential for ICTs to foster 
empowerment and improve livelihoods, 
including in areas such as agriculture, 
education, employment, health, and access 
to financial services.    
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FACTS AND FIGURES

Where do rural 
women and men 
stand?
Radio: the most ubiquitous ICT
In all the excitement over rapid developments in digital 
technology, the continued importance of older ICTs is 
often forgotten. In rural areas where electricity is lacking 
and new ICTs are still difficult to access, radio often 
remains the most relevant ICT. With at least 75 percent of 
households in developing countries having access, it is 
certainly the most widespread (UNESCO, 2013).  

The global divide
Despite the extraordinarily rapid pace at which new ICTs are 
spreading, worldwide trends in Internet access still largely 
reflect the socio-economic disparities between countries. 
More than half of the world’s population is offline, and non-
users reside overwhelmingly in the global South: In 2016, 
three-fourths of Africa’s population was offline, while in the 
Arab States and Asia and the Pacific, close to 60 percent of 
the population did not use the Internet (ITU, 2016a).

The urban-rural divide
In recent years, disparities between urban and rural areas 
have decreased for mobile phone usage, but the gap has 
actually widened with respect to Internet adoption. 

In 2016, mobile broadband networks were reaching 84 
percent of the global population, but only 67 percent of 
the rural population. Furthermore, access to ICTs remains 

unaffordable by Broadband Commission standards in 
many of the world’s poorer countries, where rural-urban 
income disparities are also significant (ITU, 2016a,b; World 
Bank, 2016).

Rural women
Data on rural women and ICTs is scarce, but what little is 
available suggests that they usually fare worse compared 
with both urban women and rural men. In India, which 
has one of the most pronounced gender gaps in mobile 
phone ownership, 34 percent of women in rural areas are 
mobile phone borrowers (compared with 18 percent of 
urban women). The gender gap for IP messaging services 
such as WhatsApp is also more pronounced in rural areas, 
where women are 50 percent less likely than men to use 
such services (compared with the national average of 38 
percent). 

A smaller overall gender gap at the country level may 
mask important differences between urban and rural 
areas. In Morocco, for example, urban men and women 
have similar levels of mobile phone ownership, meaning 
that the country-wide gender gap of 4 percent is largely 
driven by rural areas, where women are 12 percent less 
likely than men to own a phone.  Sources: GSMA, 2015 
and 2016

The gender divide
With very few exceptions, women in developing countries 
and least developed countries (LDCs) are less likely than 
men to use new ICTs, and even less likely to own them. 
Close to 60 percent of the female population in these 
countries do not own a mobile phone, and even when 
women do own phones, they use them less often than 
men and access fewer services beyond voice calls (i.e. 
messaging and mobile Internet). In developing countries, 
only 37.5 percent of women use the Internet, a figure that 
drops to only 14 percent in LDCs. Sources: GSMA, 2015; ITU, 
2016b and 2017; World Bank, 2016 
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Opportunities 
for enhancing 
meaningful use of 
ICTs for women
In rural contexts, agriculture, income, food security and 
nutrition, and family and community social dynamics are 
all inextricably bound up with each other in shaping the 
character of daily life. The interaction among these factors 
influences all aspects of rural dwellers’ engagement (or 
lack thereof) with ICTs, ranging from whether and how 
much they spend on ICT ownership and access, to how 
ICTs are used and by whom. 

The infographic on these pages outlines several 
opportunities to address challenges faced by rural women 
in gaining meaningful access to ICTs, as well as some 
of the main ways in which ICTs can help foster gender 
equality and the empowerment of rural women and girls, 
thus contributing to the 2030 Agenda’s promise to “leave 
no one behind”. 
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Adopting ICTs to ensure benefits for all
Coprokazan, a cooperative of women shea butter 
producers based in Mali, is an excellent example of how 
producers’ organizations can incorporate a broad range 
of ICTs to enhance the effectiveness of their services and 
improve members’ livelihoods. The cooperative originally 
turned to computers and the Internet in order to create 
learning materials for its illiterate members using video 
and digital photography; in the process, women farmers 
learned how to use the technologies and began creating 
their own visual materials for use in peer-to-peer training 
sessions. 

Over time, and as the organization’s membership has 
grown, a number of other ICT-based services have been 
added, including a website to help farmers’ products 
reach lucrative foreign markets and GPS devices to 
map their fields, which allows farmers to meet organic 
certification standards by providing product “traceability” 
and evidence of purity standards. The cooperative has 
also used digital solutions to improve the efficiency of its 
own operations and reinvested its earnings to install a solar 
power system, thus becoming one of the few sources of 
electricity in the small town where it is located. 

As a result of these improvements, members’ incomes 
have more than doubled, and the cooperative has 
become a key gathering point for community members 
who come from a 30-kilometre radius to use the 
cooperative’s services and, in the case of schoolchildren, 
to study with the help of electric lighting. 

Source: FAO, 2014

GOOD PRACTICES

ICT-based 
solutions that 
cater to women’s 
needs
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A digital platform to foster Climate 
Smart Agriculture and empower 
rural women
Launched in 2016, the innovative UN Women “Buy from 
Women” enterprise platform leverages digital solutions to 
address women farmers’ primary constraints throughout 
the value chain. The mobile-enabled platform combines 
low-tech hardware with sophisticated software to connect 
individual women and cooperatives to a variety of 
information and services, markets and finance. In addition 
to providing vital information on weather, markets and 
incoming opportunities, the platform enables farmers to 
map their land plots, estimate input needs and generate 
yield forecasts, thus improving their capacity to produce 
marketable surpluses. The information captured by the 
platform also helps users to strengthen their credit profile 
and increase their access to financial services. 

As part of its goal to bridge the gender gap in agriculture 
and ensure women’s equal participation in all areas of 
the value chain, the platform is also educating farmers on 
gender equality issues. Modesta Mujawariya, who co-
founded the Coopcuma cooperative in Rwanda, explains 
the benefits of the training she received:

“[We used to think] gender was only for educated people, 
but now we know that gender plays a role in agriculture 
too! We have learned how to promote equal access to 
farm revenue for both men and women farmers. We also 
learned the importance of linking with local markets and 
having buyers arranged in advance, with good prices.”

 Sources: UN Women, 2016 and 2017 

“Internet is a universal 
way of engaging and 
interacting.” 

Rural woman, South Africa (Chair, 2017)
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IN THEIR OWN WORDS

Thoughts and experiences of rural 
Aymara women in the Plurinational 
State of Bolivia after receiving ICT 
training
“The computer was at first something completely new for 
us. Most of us had only seen computers from far away, 
and we had never seen it close up. I remember that I was 
at first very afraid even to touch it …. Suddenly I was sitting 
in front of this ‘machine’, and I was just really afraid to 
break something or to make a mistake.”

“First, I was very confused about the large amount of 
information available on the Internet. It is very difficult to 
understand how to find the things you are looking for. 
But then, with the help of our instructor and by doing it 
together in small groups, we learned how to use it.”

“For me the most important skill I have learned in the 
course is how to read and write e-mails. Now, I can write 
frequently to my son who lives in Argentina, and our 
communication has really improved.” 

“During the computer course, we learned many useful 
things. I was so excited that I was able to look for 
information on which universities offer nursing courses 
…. [About] two months after our course, I applied to the 
university, and several weeks later I was accepted …. I 
could not believe that I, who worked for most of my life as 
an empleada [a maid], would be allowed to study. I was 
really very happy.”

“It is hard to compete with the big companies. Here I 
believe that the Internet could really help us. We could 
use it to market our [yogurt and cheese] products much 
better and to send out messages to previous customers 
that we will have a stand at the next fair, when it is close 
to their communities.”

“For most people in the cities we do not even exist …. 
The government doesn’t seem to care that we have 
lived all these years without water, light, or even a stove 
in our homes. But don’t we also have a right to live like 
humans? For me today, I have learned how to share the 
story of my community with others, and now it is there in 
the computer.… Nobody can say anymore that we don’t 
exist.”

“We can be proud of our culture and our traditions. We do 
not have to be ashamed only because we don’t have all 
these material things like the people in the city.”

Source: Gigler, 2015
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The aim of this paper is to bring rural communities and women 
and other marginalized groups in particular at the centre of 
conversations on ICTs. Advances in this field have made available 
increasing quantity of information to more people than ever 
before, shaping their social, cultural, economic and political 
life. The ability to access and make use of these resources often 
marks the difference between those who thrive and those who 
are left behind. Rural women and men in developing and least 
developed countries have the lowest levels of access to ICTs, and 
they mostly remain an afterthought in ICT policy and private sector 
outreach. There is an urgent need to increase the access of rural 
women to ICT access and use, as they stand to gain the most from 
active participation and engagement with these resources.
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