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Several studies in Africa identify lack of access 
to Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT) as a key element in women’s marginalisation 
(Africa Development Bank, 2015; World Wide Web 
Foundation, 2016; Intel, 2018). The International 
Telecommunications Union reports that the gender 
digital divide in Africa stood at 23% in 2016, meaning 
that women were 23% less likely than men to be 
online. The benefits of ICTs have thus been unevenly 
distributed, and women have been locked out of 
opportunities for jobs, growth, education, financial 
inclusion, and citizen advocacy, among others. 
Despite the potential of ICTs to catalyse women’s 
empowerment, as recognised in the UN Sustainable 
Development Goals (specifically goal 5B), the scarcity 
of gender data on this topic makes it difficult to 
fully justify the inclusion of gender issues in ICT 
policies, strategies, and initiatives, particularly in 
developing countries. This global problem is even 
more pronounced in Africa, where we have very little 
information about the situation of women and ICTs: 
their mobile phone and internet access and use, ICT 
employment, decision making, entrepreneurship, and 
ICT skills, and ICT policies. Sex-disaggregated data 
and gender indicators on ICTs are unavailable and 
unexplored. 

Many African National Statistical Offices do not 
collect national ICT statistics with consistency and 
regularity, and rarely is the data disaggregated by 
sex. Telecommunication companies and national 
regulators provide most data on ICTs in these countries 
(not sex-disaggregated), mainly on connectivity. 
Development partners, private sector, and NGOs also 
provide some limited data. Data is unavailable on such 
gender digital divide indicators as content, education, 
entrepreneurship, employment, decision-making, skills, 
and policy. 

The UN World Summit on the Information Society 
has affirmed the need for such data, prompting some 
initiatives. In Kenya, the Kenya National Bureau of 
Statistics publishes some key indicators measuring 
gender equality in ICTs: mobile phone, mobile money, 
and internet penetration rates. Still missing are data in 
other areas such as ICT employment, entrepreneurship, 
policy, leadership, and education.

Relevant data is often not disaggregated by sex. In 
Rwanda, the Ministry of Information Technology & 
Communications annual ICT sector profile lacks data 
on women and girls’ access and use of technology. 
This points to the need for gender sensitisation 
training beyond the national statistics offices to other 
government agencies and all institutions that provide 
and manage national data. Development partners 
and multilateral partnerships can assist in this area; 
civil society organisations, particularly gender equality 

advocates, can pressure policy makers and national 
statistical offices to produce and publish accurate, 
relevant, and accessible sex-disaggregated data. Key 
areas include: access and usage, content, employment, 
ICT occupations, entrepreneurship, education, 
consideration of gender issues in national ICT policy, 
representation in decision-making, and the relative 
impact of ICT on women and men.

Realistically, it might take some time before sufficient 
progress is seen in this area. A first step would be 
collecting all available national ICT data in the context 
of citizen-generated data (despite its insufficiency 
or heterogeneity), as a basis for ongoing policy 
discussions initiated between civil society organisations 
and national statistical offices. In the medium-term, 
individual-level ICT questions (gender-identified) can 
be incorporated as a module into already existing 
national data collection mechanisms, such as census or 
labour force surveys. 

Reliable, transparent and comprehensive data on 
how women and men engage with ICT is crucial for 
a better understanding of the digital divide and for 
governments and development partners to design
and implement policies for inclusive ICT for 
development. Sweeping generalisations based on
observation and anecdotal evidence are of limited 
value. “Without data, there is no visibility; without
visibility, there is no priority.” Bridging the data gap on 
gender and ICTs is essential to bring the full benefits 
of the information society to both men and women, 
critical for the socio-economic development of Africa.


