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Case Study 1.2
GSMA Connected Women Initiative: 
bridging the mobile gender gap
Author: Mariana Lopez (GSMA)

1. Context
Mobile can help empower women, providing access to 
information, services, and life-enhancing opportunities. 
However, GSMA Connected Women research estimates 
that women in low- and middle-income countries are, 
on average, 10% less likely to own a mobile phone than 
men — which translates into 184 million fewer women 
owning mobile phones.1 

Women who own a mobile phone often report using 
phones less frequently and intensively than men, 
especially for transformative services such as mobile 
internet. We estimate that women are on average 26% 
less likely to use mobile internet than men; in countries 
covered by the World Bank’s Global Findex database, 
women are on average 33% less likely to use mobile 
money. Women in South Asia are 26% less likely to own 
a mobile than men, and 70% less likely to use mobile 
internet. Closing the gender gap in mobile ownership 
and mobile internet use would generate an estimated 
incremental revenue of $15 billion over the coming 
year.2

1 ‘Mobile’ or ‘mobile phone’ ownership refers to personally owning a 
SIM card, or a mobile phone which does not require a SIM, and using it 
at least once a month.

2 The $15 billion estimate assumes that the gender gap in mobile 
ownership and mobile internet use would be closed during 2018, and 
represents the subsequent 12-month incremental revenue opportunity.

2. Project description
Through the Connected Women Commitment 
initiative, mobile operators can set defined targets 
to reduce the gender gap in their mobile money 
or mobile internet customer base by 2020. As of 
December 2018, 37 operators across Africa, Asia, 
and Latin America have made 52 such commitments. 
Activities include, for example, increasing the number 
of female agents, improving the mobile data top-up 
process to be safer and more appealing to women, 
improving digital literacy among women through 
educational programmes and interactive content, 
and developing and marketing use cases designed 
to appeal to women. To date, since they committed 
to the Connected Women Initiative, mobile operators 
have reached over 12 million new women with mobile 
money or mobile internet services.3

3. Challenges and Key Lessons
Targeted intervention is urgently needed from a wide 
range of stakeholders to overcome the barriers women 
face to mobile ownership and use. Based on based on 
their research and experience working with operators 
across Africa and Asia, GSMA Connected Women 
developed a framework to guide mobile operators 
(Figure 1.10).4

3 Connected Women also supports GSMA as lead of the Access 
Coalition of EQUALS, the global partnership to bridge the digital 
gender divide.

4 The complete framework can be found at:
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/programme/connected-
women/framework-mobile-operatorsclose-gender-gap/
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Recommendations for operators and other 
stakeholders to address the gender gap

1. Understand the gap
Operators need to understand where the gender gap 
is in their customer base, and why, by analysing their 
customer data and supplementary field research.

2. Set targets
Set targets and KPIs to increase the proportion of 
women in the mobile internet and/or mobile
money customer base from x% to y% by 2020.

3. Address the barriers women face
Accessibility. Women are less likely than men to have 
access to quality network coverage,
handsets, electricity, agents, and identification 
documents.

• Affordability. The cost of handsets, tariffs, data 
plans, and transaction fees need to be affordable 
for women as well as men.

• Usability and skills. The usability of handsets and 
services must be improved, along with the ability 
and confidence of women to use them.

• Safety and security. Women must feel safe when 
using a mobile phone.

• Relevance. Products and services need to meet 
women’s needs as well as men’s.

To close the gender gap, operators and other 
stakeholders need to ensure that their products and
services, as well as marketing and distribution 
approaches, consider women’s needs for these five
themes. Initiatives need to be socially impactful and 
commercially sustainable to succeed over the
long term.

Figure 1.10
GSMA Connected Women Framework to promote 
women’s use of mobile services
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