WomenConnect Challenge: Closing the Gender Digital Divide
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AFCHIX
In poor, rural communities around the world, women disproportionately face adversity or difficulties in using technology.
As societies join the digital revolution, females are often left behind, unable to access online services, information, and
income-generating opportunities.
To help end the gender digital divide,
AFCHIX not only set out to provide
community access to the internet
but also to generate business and
empowerment opportunities for women.
The project worked with women
collectives in underserved communities
to create internet networks implemented
and operated by women. The women
determined the internet access rate,
the location of the networks, and the
community training opportunities.

Through a grant from the WomenConnect Challenge (WCC), USAID’s
global call to close the digital gender divide, AFCHIX worked in rural and
peri-urban communities in Morocco, Kenya, Senegal, and Namibia to:
Position women as technology leaders
Provide reliable, affordable connectivity to communities
Train women on technology and the internet
Teach women about online business opportunities and entrepreneurship

Previously, women in these communities were not seen as technology experts, but through this initiative, female leaders
taught men and women how to use the internet and served as gatekeepers to the network. The women subsequently
gained respect due to their new roles, knowledge, and control of a community good.
The women decided to place the community networks in local schools and civic centers to ensure young girls and boys
were part of the digital era, able to learn about technology and access to educational content online.
In addition, the program trained hundreds of women on digital literacy, cultivated business skills such as marketing and
accounting, and connected women to entrepreneurship opportunities, mainly in agriculture, retail, and handicrafts.
Online businesses were a new source of income for many women who previously had limited options. These financial
benefits helped their families and led to approval and support from many men in the communities.
The successful, low-cost, replicable program was able to engage and empower women while strengthening communities
through access to the internet.
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Equal Access International
In Nigeria, millions of women are prohibited from using the iInternet or smartphones due to gender stereotypes and
religious beliefs, contributing to gender inequality and exacerbating poverty.
Equal Access International, with a grant from the WomenConnect Challenge, USAID’s global call to close the digital gender
divide, launched the #Tech4Families program to combat negative norms and promote social and religious justifications
for women’s use of the internet.
Driven by cultural taboos and negative gender norms, the majority of Muslim men in Northern Nigeria do not approve
of their wives or daughters being online due to the “immoral temptations” of the internet. By adopting a whole family
approach, the program was able to connect with multiple members of the family—including fathers who are often the
decision-makers and heads of household—to help change the narrative around internet usage. The program highlighted
the use of the internet for education and entrepreneurship opportunities, topics traditionally viewed as more morally
appropriate for Muslim women.
Featuring well-known actors, the program produced a 12-episode radio drama, a popular form of entertainment
in Nigeria. Airing on two major radio stations with a reach of nine million listeners, the compelling, entertaining,
and educational show recounted the stories of three families and showcased the positive impact technology had on their
lives, while actively combating common misperceptions and negative gender stereotypes.
An on-air discussion with local leaders, tech experts, and religious clerics followed each episode to help reinforce positive
messages about families, including women accessing technology.
In conjunction with the radio drama, #Tech4Families designed a 16-session curriculum for families in Kano, the
second largest city in Nigeria. Families met twice a month to reflect on the radio content and learn new skills,
from setting up an email account to effectively communicating as a family.
#Tech4Families favorably shifted attitudes towards technology and gender norms. After participating in the program, families
learned to use the internet, allowed women in the home to use technology, and advocated for better technology access.
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GAPI-SI and Bluetown
In Mozambique, only 10 percent of the population has access to the internet, one of the lowest internet penetration rates
in Sub-Saharan Africa. This is primarily due to the high cost of internet access and smartphones, poor connectivity, and
limited digital skills. Contributing to gender disparity in digital connectivity, rural women often lack access to education
and employment opportunities and are therefore unable to afford internet-enabled phones. Unreliable access to energy,
lack of information, and the belief that tech opportunities are exclusively for men also discourage women from becoming
digitally connected. These limitations keep women from participating in the digital economy and improving their wellbeing, further perpetuating a cycle of poverty and entrenching the prevailing wisdom that technology opportunities are
for men only.
Through the WomenConnect Challenge, USAID’s global
call to close the digital gender divide, GAPI, a Mozambican
development finance institution, and Bluetown, an internet
service provider, joined efforts to address these pressing issues
and help women in Ribáuè, Mozambique.
The team launched an entrepreneurship program to help
women explore small business opportunities and access the
digital marketplace. The participants also learned how to use
technology and the internet smartly and safely.
In addition, Bluetown set-up a low-cost, dependable internet
network for the community and established a lease-to-own
smartphone program to ensure women had access to phones
with online and offline content.

The program:
improved internet connectivity;
lowered the cost of internet-enabled phones;
taught women about digital literacy and safety;
provided entrepreneurial content;
supported women in starting small agricultural
businesses; and
positioned females as technology experts in
their communities.

Bluetown’s technology provided a no-cost offline “cloud,” allowing women to browse entrepreneurial and agribusiness
videos and content. Thousands of women watched the videos and gained knowledge on how to start a business and join
the digital economy. The women, now positioned in their communities as technology experts, connected community
members to the network and trained people to utilize the internet in order to enhance their livelihoods.
Through the program, women successfully learned to access information, use the internet and technology, pursue
economic opportunities, and increase their incomes.
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Gram Vaani
In Bihar, India, Mahadalit women are regarded as the poorest, lowest caste. These women are isolated due to cultural
barriers, social norms, and rural location; they also face a high risk of rape and sexual harassment by members of upper
castes. They are often deprived of social benefits and entitlements, ignored by the mainstream population due to a
caste-discriminative mindset. These women therefore lack opportunities, often entering the workforce at a young age in
order to meet their basic needs or leaving school after the 5th grade to marry young.
Through a WomenConnect Challenge grant, USAID’s global call to close the gender digital divide, Gram Vaani created
a new, free voice-based media platform called Meri Awaaz Meri Pehchan (My Voice My Identity) to help create a space
for women’s interaction and education.
As many men were already familiar with Gram Vaani’s well-known interactive community media platform Mobile Vaani,
they felt comfortable allowing their wives to access educational content on Meri Awaaz Meri Pehchan.
The interactive voice response (IVR) platform was designed to help these women overcome typical barriers to
technology access such as literacy, cost, or cultural norms.
The platform featured content specifically designed for women, including
news, community information, and inspirational stories. The women
listened to pre-recorded messages on topics such as financial inclusion,
livelihoods, gender rights, sexual and reproductive health, and family
planning. In addition, Gram Vaani created a 38-episode drama series
based on a fictitious character named Munni, a local girl facing social,
cultural, and economic pressures to which the other women might relate.

Gram Vaani conducted more than
1,230 COMMUNITY TRAININGS on
how to use the platform and mobile
phones. More than 16,000 UNIQUE
LISTENERS accessed the content.

The platform also featured a verbal chat room for women, creating a safe space for information exchange. Women posted
comments, questions, or updates on local news and information, empowering them to voice their opinions and concerns
and drive conversations. Many community grievances shared on the platform were addressed by local officials, further
encouraging civic engagement.
These isolated, rural women felt empowered to voice their opinions and create meaningful interactions, to gain
confidence in technology, and to access resources that helped themselves and their families.
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Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team
When communities are unmapped, especially those of extremely poor or marginalized persons, they tend to be
overlooked in development and policy discussions. Maps help draw attention to community needs and a lack of
resources and can serve as an advocacy tool to affect positive change. They are even more critical for women, who often
do not have a voice in their communities and have limited access to technology. Maps can help women and girls by
illustrating and bringing awareness to some of the most pressing issues they face. For example, maps can help determine
access to educational facilities or identify
places where there are high incidences of
The #LetGirlsMap project
sexual harassment and violence.
As a winner of the WomenConnect Challenge,
USAID’s global call to close the gender digital
divide, Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team
trained young women and male allies in
Tanzania and Peru to create free, open source
maps and plot data.

Empowered local females by teaching them how to use technology.
Created maps addressing critical issues for women, such as female
genital mutilation and gender-based violence.
Highlighted pressing issues in communities and positioned women
as agents of change.

In Tanzania, the Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team partnered with YouthMappers and the Tanzania Development Trust
to train women in 78 villages across the Serengeti to create maps. These maps allowed police and social workers to more
easily locate rural villages when responding to emergency calls to rescue girls about to undergo female genital mutilation.
Previously, the responders had difficulty locating the girls when they received these calls. Because of the use of these maps,
hundreds of girls were safely rescued and placed in safe houses. The mappers also collected data on reported cases of
gender-based violence in order to raise the profile of the persistent issue and advocate for solutions.
In Peru, the Humanitarian OpenStreetMap Team worked with students in five secondary schools to collect data and map
gender-specific issues in their communities, such as gender-based violence, opinions on machismo, political participation,
and women’s participation in labor markets. These efforts led to the creation of a YouthMappers chapter at a local Cusco
university and the adoption of mapping technologies by regional government offices in their gender empowerment initiatives.
#LetGirlsMap successfully gave women and girls a voice, new technological skills, and a platform to advocate for their
own needs.

चलो दीदी, फ़ोन सीखबो!

WomenConnect Challenge: Closing the Gender Digital Divide

Credit: IFMR

EPoD India at IFMR
India has a significant gender digital divide, especially for low-income women. Prevailing social and gender norms,
especially due to caste and mobility, make it difficult for women to own and use internet-enabled phones.
With a grant from the WomenConnect Challenge, USAID’s global call to close the gender digital divide, EPoD India at
KREA University collaborated with the government of the state of Chhattisgarh to change behavior and expand mobile
connectivity among rural women.
In conjunction with the local government’s distribution of two million smartphones to women, EPoD India launched Mor
Awaaz, a corresponding digital education program to teach women how to use the smartphones and access important
government services and benefits.
The program sent localized, pre-recorded messages once a week for a year to the phones of more than 10,000
participating women in 180 villages to help engage them with technology. Since a third of women in the state
were illiterate, all content was voice-based. The messages, designed to be entertaining, featured lively, relatable dialogue
between two female characters, Neetu Didi and Bharti Didi. The women felt that their experiences were reflected in the
characters and were interested in the featured issues. The characters discussed topics such as health, education, and
welfare services. Some of the most popular calls addressed malaria, family planning, breastfeeding, and menstrual
cramps. Mor Awaaz sent more than 450,000 messages in total.
Through the program, women learned about India’s National Rural Employment Guarantee Act, a government
workfare program guaranteeing 150 days of paid work. As the messages could help the family financially and
featured culturally appropriate content, the husbands of participants were receptive to their wives having phones and
listening to messages.
The program also regularly surveyed participants to assess their understanding of the content, available
government services, and pressing health issues. The direct feedback helped shape the program content in realtime. The survey results were shared with government partners, giving policymakers relevant, timely, and customized
information on women’s experiences with programs and services.
Mor Awaaz not only helped women access technology and challenge gender norms but also empowered them by
providing vital information that helped improve the livelihoods of their families.
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Mali Health
In the peri-urban communities of Sabalibougou in Bamako, Mali, many women are illiterate, mainly as a consequence
of socio-economic norms. They also predominantly communicate in Bambara, a local language. Because of the lack
of native language diversity on the internet, these women have limited access to technology in their own language,
contributing to low digital literacy and hindering their economic opportunities.
To help educate and empower these women, Mali Health used technology developed by Lenali, a Malian start-up, to
create Kènèya Blon, a free visual and audio social network providing access to local health information for women.
Mali Health worked with 400 women in women’s profit-sharing collectives that produce health goods like soaps,
sanitary pads, juices, and peanut butter. The team trained the women on the use of technology and the social
network, helping them to understand the internet, access health and wellness information, and build their confidence.
Mali Health collected feedback from the women to ensure the technology and content was usable and relevant.
The women who participated in the project—many of whom had never before accessed the internet or
encountered content designed specifically for them—were able to listen to audio clips or watch short videos
to learn valuable health information. Some of the most popular topics included prenatal health, vaccines, malaria, and
infectious diseases.
Through voice messages, women connected and shared information with each other and were able to reach
health experts from Mali Health-affiliated clinics. Since it is difficult for the participants to reach health centers in
person, the platform allowed women to leave messages for and receive responses from medical professionals, enabling
families to address health concerns without leaving home.
With a grant from the WomenConnect Challenge, USAID’s global call to close the gender digital divide, the Mali Health team
used this creative and tailored approach to successfully design a unique platform that was mindful of its target audience’s
education, skills, and needs.
The project demonstrated that technology programs targeting communities with low literacy and low digital literacy (often
seen as key barriers to internet use) can be effective when designed with the intended audience in mind.
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Viamo
In many countries, especially in rural, low-literacy communities, it is difficult for people to access local news and
information.
To address this need, Viamo created a free, on-demand information platform called the 3-2-1 Service, currently available
in 18 developing countries, to provide interactive, educational content in local languages through mobile phones.
The service uses interactive voice response (IVR) and is a popular trusted information and news source. As men are
familiar with the content, they often feel more comfortable with their wives accessing the service to learn about topics
relating to livelihood and health, including local information on school holidays and vaccine dates.
Viamo, receiving a grant through the WomenConnect Challenge, USAID’s global call to close the digital gender divide,
built on the platform’s existing success to create new digital literacy and livelihoods content for 3-2-1 users in Tanzania
and Pakistan.
The new content, offered for the first time over an interactive voice response
system, proved popular amongst users and fostered an increased interest and
confidence in using technology.

120,000 users are accessing
content such as:

The content in these two countries has already been accessed by over 120,000
users. In Tanzania, for example, this includes information on phone types, internet
connection, safety and cyber laws, financial literacy, cost of data, and battery life.

Information on phone types

Currently, 38 percent of users of the platform in Tanzania and 15 percent in
Pakistan are women, with the numbers quickly increasing. While the digital
content is available to all, the information is highly promoted with women who
have the greatest need to learn about technology and internet access.

Safety and cyber laws

Internet connection

Financial literacy
Cost of data and battery life

The service also includes an embedded feedback mechanism designed to gather
information and analyze women’s reactions to the content.
As more women use Viamo’s service, they gain confidence in using technology, access critical development and civic
information, and help close the digital divide in their communities. Viamo’s digital literacy content demonstrates that
people will engage in self-training and self-education when resources are easily available.

