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The role of new information and communication technologies (ICT) and e-commerce in driving the global economy is widely recognized: ICT and the Internet reach many people, have a wide geographical coverage and are efficient in terms of time and cost. They facilitate access to markets, commercial information, new processing technologies and knowledge. But do women have equal access to these new technologies and the Internet? Does e-commerce enhance business opportunities for women, especially in the developing countries? What are some of the promising new employment opportunities for women in the ICT sector, or does it replicate patterns of segregation elsewhere in the job market? What are the barriers women have to overcome to actively participate in the digital economy? These questions will be addressed in this note.

Women business owners and e-commerce

In the developing world, the use of ICT and e-commerce seems to be particularly attractive to women owning small enterprises. These female entrepreneurs are now able to use ICT to identify new business opportunities or communicate with potential clients. New IT businesses run by women have emerged along the models of teleboutiques or telecentres of Senegal and Morocco, phone shops in Ghana, Internet cafes or kiosks in Thailand and Malaysia, and the Grameen Phone in Bangladesh. The latter has been cited as a successful example of women entrepreneurship, where financing from the Grameen Bank allowed women to buy cell-phones and provide mobile pay phone services in their shops or local markets at a mutually agreed mark-up with Grameen Telecom. These IT-enabled businesses have the advantages of low capital and skills requirements. 

Aside from telephony services, women's handicrafts businesses could also be developed using business-to-consumer (B2C) e-commerce. Several success stories of B2C endeavours have been found in South Asia, Latin America, Africa and the Middle East in the areas of clothing, bakery, gifts and other handmade products. Using the Internet, women are able to tap into new markets while saving time and money otherwise spend on travelling or selling in the local markets. For small home-based businesses the Internet offers information and networking opportunities that could make these endeavours profitable rather than marginal. The ability of women to earn income at home while raising a family – with the technology to communicate inexpensively with customers around the world, and handle accounting and order processing online – is adding to the attraction of the Internet for women business owners. 

Women in ICT-enabled employment

Besides the opportunities created by ICT for women business owners, the use of new technologies has also transformed traditional business, creating a range of new employment opportunities. Through the use of networking technologies, large amounts of information can be transported at a very low cost from the core office to satellite or sub-contracting units. This possibility has led companies to externalise and decentralise non-core sections of business operations to distant and often cheaper sites. The targeted sites are usually the ones that offer the promises of a cheap, skilled computer- and (mainly) English-literate workforce, often in developing countries. 

In these IT-related services, employment for women has grown enormously in areas such as outsourcing and teleworking. Women usually predominate in those services requiring rather routine, low-level skills or limited technical training. They include activities such as customer call centers, data entry and processing, transcription services, claims processing and remote secretarial services. It is more difficult for women to move into the higher-skilled, better-paid jobs of the IT-related service sector, such as software development and programming or geographical information systems (GIS) analysis. 

Teleworking

IT-enabled work can also be outsourced to homes of employees or vendors, thus offering interesting employment opportunities for mothers with small children or women living in remote areas. With the computer and a modem, a woman can be connected to the core office and can perform her professional work from a distant site such as from a neighbourhood centre or her home. It is possible to do so as long as her work involves storing, processing, retrieving and delivering digitised information. This new mode of working is known as teleworking and has received much attention, particularly in the context of women's career prospects. Home-based teleworking, in theory, could enhance the participation of women in e-commerce as it allows certain flexibility both in timing and location of work. Women with caring responsibilities at home particularly welcome this flexibility. On the other hand, by being restricted to the home, women are concerned that teleworking could deprive them of the status of working women and hinder their professional or business efficiency. Existing gender inequities in the home, or the prevailing stereotypes that domestic work is essentially women’s work, would stay unchanged, while their contribution to society would remain invisible.

Therefore, some women prefer institution-based teleworking such as that of call centers and similar customer service centers. Managers have also expressed preference for institution-based telework as it is easier to monitor and supervise employees in the traditional way; and, in some cultures face-to-face interaction is essential.

Hence, while for mothers with young children and inadequate childcare facilities home-based teleworking could be an attractive solution to continue work and earn an income, it is unlikely to provide women with the opportunity to progress to higher value-added jobs.

Barriers faced by women in the digital economy and policy options to address these

Despite this great potential for job creation and development, only those who can afford the new technologies, and have the skills to use them, will benefit, while the poor risk being marginalized. Given that women make up the large majority of the poor worldwide, any strategy to increase their participation in the digital economy would increase national capacity and help raise the national standard of living. The large majority of women in developing countries are “employed” by the informal economy (street vendors or women working at home on, for example handicrafts and sewing). Reaching these women will be the major challenge for policy makers trying to bridge the digital – and particularly the gender digital – divide.

Among the key barriers faced by women are access to education, skills and training, access to the technologies themselves (both hardware and connectivity) and other constraints such as those related to knowledge of foreign languages (i.e. access to Internet content) or lack of financial resources to acquire access. 

Education, skills and training

The gender digital divide is usually greater in countries where women have less access to education than men. According to the UN, in 2000 women made up nearly 2/3 of the world’s 876 million illiterates.  Hence, in countries where girls are excluded from the basic education system or prevented from continuing beyond primary school levels, they are also excluded from gaining access to the new technologies and learning how to use them (given that an increasing number of countries use their basic education system to improve digital literacy and enhance access to ICT); they are also excluded from acquiring foreign languages, another essential prerequisite for effectively using many new ICT and the Internet (see below).

But even where women do have access to basic education, few women pursue careers in IT professions. In both developed and developing countries (with a few exceptions such as the Philippines) there are difficulties in attracting and retaining women in IT training and education. Hence, for women to move into high-skilled IT employment, efforts need to be made to increase the number of females in IT training.

Education is considered to be by far the most important policy intervention to improve the ability of girls and women in developing countries to participate in the information society. The key strategy would be to focus attention in generating demand for IT education from the women themselves through awareness programmes. Exposing girls to computers and the Internet at early stages should be initiated by governments, particularly education ministries, before gender stereotypes start to influence female attitudes. In a number of developing countries such as Thailand, Malaysia, South Korea and Taiwan, governments have started incorporating ICTs in the educational agenda, specifically in equipping primary and secondary schools with computers and other basic infrastructure needed to access the Internet. These could be useful measures to enhance digital literacy and stimulate the use of ICT among girls at early stages.

Access to technologies

In most countries, the typical Internet surfer used to be male, young (in particular in the developing countries), well educated and well off. This stereotype is changing, in some countries rapidly, in others slowly. While five years ago there was a significant gap between male and female users, with men accounting for the large majority of Internet users, women are catching up quickly in most developed and some developing countries, where growth rates of female Internet users are steeper than those of male users. 

In the United States, most European, and some Asian countries, female Internet users have surpassed the 40 per cent mark, rapidly evening up the gender split. In Latin America, while only four years ago 75 per cent of Internet users were male, today the split is about 60 (male) to 40 (female). In some Asian countries, such as India or Indonesia, female Internet users account for ¼ to 1/3 of all Internet users. In Africa, the female shares of Internet users range from 37.5 per cent (Zambia) to 12 per cent (Senegal) and probably less in some of the poorer LDCs. In the Middle East and Arab countries shares of women Internet users are the smallest at the global level.

In general, the gender digital divide is bigger in countries where women have less access to education than men (as is the case in many poor countries) and in those that for cultural or religious reasons discriminate against women. Here, women are still a small minority on the Internet.

Since women mainly access the Internet from home, and less from work, they need to have a PC and an Internet connection at home. This is only possible if costs for PCs and Internet access are low. In many developing countries, however, PCs and Internet connections are expensive and few households can thus afford to pay for them. This affects women more than men who may have access through their jobs or public places.  Public entities that offer Internet access, such as schools, universities, Internet cafes and community centres are also often less accessible to women, who are often excluded from basic and higher education and who may for cultural and religious reasons have less access to public places. 

Foreign languages

The dominance of English as the language of the Internet has led to the exclusion of a majority of the world's population who does not speak English. Women without access to formal schooling that allows them to learn foreign languages are again marginalized, but so are men in countries or regions where English is not 'the' language such as Latin America, the Middle East, Francophone Africa, and Eastern Europe. Language has been cited by women as being one of the top barriers to Internet usage.

In 1999, 95 per cent of Web pages were in English although the estimates have declined to 68.4 per cent in 2000. Thus, there has been a steady decline in English Internet content in the last two years. In 2001, English speakers were only 43 per cent of total Internet. There are further predictions by observers that Chinese would be the major language of the Internet by 2010, due to the explosive growth in Internet usage in this most heavily populated country of the world. 

While the predominance of English is a threat to social inclusion of women in the digital economy, the increasing trend towards multilingual content also provides a digital opportunity in terms of language translation in software development and in web design in native languages. 

The other implication of the predominance of English as the Internet language is the close correlation between outsourcing and English proficiency. The two top outsourcing markets, the United States and the United Kingdom are both English-speaking, hence those developing countries that would want to tap these markets would have to learn English. Companies that outsource normally list English proficiency as among the requirements aside from possessing an array of IT talent.  This invokes some policy implications for improving schooling and literacy of women where a second language – English – should be learned.

Conclusion

ICT and e-commerce offer substantial possibilities to improve the lives of women (and their families) in developing countries. While many examples exist of how women have used the new technologies to improve their businesses, create new businesses or find new employment opportunities, the large majority of women in developing countries are still excluded from the digital economy. This implies a range of actions to be taken, both by women themselves as well as policy makers, to address the gender digital divide. Women need to become active promoters of the use of ICT and e-commerce and enhance their capacities in IT training and skills. Women also need to become more involved in ICT policy making and development to ensure that women’s needs are incorporated in policies related to infrastructure, access, training and education. Policy makers need to mainstream gender in the complete range of policies that comprise their national ICT and e-commerce strategies, with the objective to enhance women’s participation in the digital economy and thus increase national capacity and achieve greater economic development and growth.

� This note is based on a chapter included in the UNCTAD Electronic Commerce and Development Report 2002 (forthcoming November 2002). For references, see the report.
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