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1 February 2017

Call for inputs from industry and the tech community, as well as other relevant stakeholders, to a report on “ways to bridge the gender digital divide from a human rights perspective”

Deadline 15 February 2017
Background
On 1 July 2016, the Human Rights Council adopted Resolution 32/13 on “The promotion, protection and enjoyment of human rights on the Internet”. 

Paragraph 13 of the resolution requests “the United Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights to prepare a report on ways to bridge the gender digital divide from a human rights perspective, in consultation with States, the special procedures of the Human Rights Council, international organizations, national human rights institutions, civil society, industry, technical community and academia and other stakeholders, and to submit it to the Council at its thirty-fifth session” in June 2017. 

For the preparation of this report, the Office of the High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) invites inputs from industry and the technical community, as well as from any other organizations engaged in activities related to the gender digital divide. For this purpose we have prepared a questionnaire (please see attached) and would appreciate your responses. Please feel free to address any other issues that may be considered useful for this report. We would also welcome receiving copies of recent reports or publications by your organization on this subject. 
Submissions and responses to the questionnaire should be a maximum of 5 pages in length, and will be made available for consultation on the OHCHR website. 

Please send submissions and responses by 15 February 2017 to registry@ohchr.org with the subject title: "Input to Report on ways to bridge the gender digital divide from a human rights perspective.”

For further information, please see http://www.ohchr.org/EN/Issues/Women/WRGS/Pages/WaystoBridgetheGenderDigital.aspx
Questionnaire

For the preparation of this report, OHCHR would appreciate receiving information in response to the following questions:

The meaning of the digital divide/extent of the problem

Please identify the main obstacles and barriers faced by women and girls to access digital technologies and participate in digital life. Please elaborate on the nature of these obstacles and how they manifest themselves in practice (e.g. political, economic, social and legal factors, cultural and religious norms, education and literacy gaps, online violence, bullying and harassment, infrastructural constraints, security, affordability, lack of relevant content).  
1. Does your company/organization consider the impact of its digital products, services, strategies and policies on women and girls? 
There have been multiple literature reviews that discuss the major barriers to women’s use and access, starting with early work by researchers at APC, to the recent work by the GRACE project researchers. Those of us who are gender and technology researchers are able to get practitioner and funder attention on the “easier” barriers – cost, security, literacy, mobility, etc (and of course none of these are easy). Harder to get anyone’s interest is relevance of ICT to women, and the hardest of all to convince orgs to address are the cultural norms. The ICT4D practitioner community doesn’t touch culture for the same reason high technology companies don’t – it’s scary. Unlike technology policy and other structural factors, culture does not fit readily into traditional institutional mechanisms designed to promote ICT diffusion. Culture-related inhibitors are not inherent in technology-supported development initiatives.

ICTs in themselves do not shift social norms. The social norms around power and access have to shift before ICTs can be adopted and used for empowerment. It’s old and incorrect thinking that if we give someone tech, they become empowered, just like we’ve proven this model doesn’t work for education, health, etc. Training and community readiness are the key here, as well as who to target for cultural change, which is way bigger than behavioral change, esp since some of these cultural inequities are as old as time. ICTs can be used in the service of this change agenda, and ICTs can certainly reinforce empowerment once women are able to use them, but let’s be clear about the order of operations.  
2. Please indicate if your company/organization collects sex and gender disaggregated data regarding access, use and impact of digital technologies. Is this data openly published and accessible (in accordance with responsible data practices)? If possible, please provide such statistics. 
We collect sex and gender disaggregated data for a few, but not all our ICT4D projects. This is funder-driven. Such data is collected if required/requested. If not, it isn’t. Recently, a funder that has gender data requirements for access projects removed this indicator, which I fought to the degree that I could. Overall, M+E in ICT4D remains weak, which includes gendered data. With Pivotal and Data2X, hopefully this will change. Women’s empowerment data will be available at the end of summer 2017 on our largest gender project, the Women and the Web Alliance.
3. Please indicate if your company/organization has set measurable targets for gender equality in access and use of digital technologies and describe those targets and their effect. 
None

4. How does your company/organization address the needs of diverse members of the female population in terms of accessing and participating in digital technologies, including women and girls belonging to ethnic or linguistic minorities, those living in extreme poverty or of low caste, those living in rural or marginalized urban areas, women and girls with disabilities, lesbian, transgender and intersex persons, elderly women etc.? What can companies/organizations do to ensure access to alternative communications mechanisms for those unable or unwilling to participate in digital technologies? 
It is my role to go around to each project and discuss marginalization and how hard it is to see as an outsider – all women in an Indian slum look the same to someone who doesn’t know about indicators of castes and sub-castes.  We do not have an organizational mandate at this point to specifically engage with those who remain out of the reach of ICTs, for any of the reasons listed above and more. I’ve also given workshops to our partner organizations to this effect, but while I recommend very specific actions to take, there isn’t the uptake given the challenge. The utilitarian approach of most ICT4D efforts do not extend to the margins. 
Human Rights implications of the gender digital divide for women and girls

5. What is your company/organization doing to ensure that its interventions to bridge the gender digital divide, are based upon, and fully consistent with international human rights, including gender equality? Does it conduct impact assessments and/or consult with civil society, affected communities, and human rights experts? (You may wish to consider some key principles required to adopt a human rights-based approach viz.: accountability, equality and non-discrimination, participation, transparency, empowerment, sustainability, etc.).
 
Nothing formal. For projects in sensitive communities, I ensure that we know exactly what the constitution says vis a vis human rights and specific women’s/marginalized groups’ clauses.
6. How does your company/organization encourage the development and use of digital technologies as a resource for the empowerment of women and girls? How does it support the creation of online content, applications and services that reflect women’s needs and/or promote their rights? Does it support women’s rights organizations, women human rights defenders and women environmental activists to use these technologies (for example to access critical information, build knowledge, express thoughts and beliefs, form networks and communities and mobilise for change)? Please provide any relevant examples. 
We have a multiple-partner approach to the Women and the Web Alliance, including organizations with curriculum strength (Intel), training expertise (Internews), online communities (World Pulse), and local understanding (World Vision). 
7. Does your company/organization take into account the gender and ICT targets contained in the UN Sustainable Development Goals?
 Please elaborate.
In our company’s SDG Playbook, there is a specific section on SDG 5; otherwise, the gender-based programs of course talk to the gender and ICT targets.

8. Are you aware of any laws, policies or practices to address technology-related or technology-mediated violence against women and girls (e.g. cyber bullying, hate speech, stalking, sexual harassment, trafficking, manipulation of personal information and images)? Has your company/organization taken any specific actions to protect against, and respond to violence experienced by women and girls via technology platforms (e.g. policies, monitoring of content, providing mechanisms for reporting and redress)? 
We partner with APC, World Pulse, and Internews to make sure these critical issues are part of our gender programs.

9. Does your company/organization facilitate access to remedy in accordance with human rights principles and standards, where human rights harms may be caused or contributed to by connectivity initiatives (e.g. where an individual is threatened by internet-based content, or by illegitimate surveillance, limitations on freedoms of expressions, and other rights)?
 
As a partnership organization with 50 NGO members, some are very aware of these issues, and we have helped connect refugee communities in a variety of contexts in order to facilitate communication that would otherwise not be available.

10. Has your company/organization considered how Big Data, the Internet of Things, Artificial Intelligence and Ambient Intelligence may impact on the gender digital divide from a human rights perspective? Do you see a risk that women and girls may be discriminated against, or excluded by these technologies? Or are they likely to create new opportunities to promote gender equality and empowerment? How can companies/organizations influence design and standards to ensure these technologies are inclusive?
While these technical advancements are important to the organization, there have not been conversations about gender in these contexts. This is my job, to educate and infiltrate. 

Possible solutions for bridging the gender digital divide from a human rights perspective
11. Is your company/organization taking measures to expand equal access and enhance the participation of women and girls in digital technologies as users, content creators, employees, entrepreneurs, innovators and leaders? Please elaborate on any initiatives, programs or other interventions you may be leading or supporting (including to address underlying causes of the gender digital divide). 
Yes, the Women and the Web Alliance is our largest program, and recently, we have started a women’s empowerment working group in digital financial services. This will launch in March 2017 and has already been in planning with partners USAID, Gates Foundation, Women’s World Banking, CGAP and others. 
12. Does your company/organization engage in public advocacy or participate in the Internet Governance Forum to promote gender-responsive policies on digital technologies? Do you support processes and mechanisms that enable the full, active and equal participation of women and girls in decision-making about how the Internet is shaped and governed?
We do not have a representative at IGF events who focuses on gender. I am active in UNWomen events, other gender and ICT4D communities, and a frequent speaker at ICT4D events. 

13. How can the industry and tech community be productively engaged in bridging the gender digital divide and improving the lived experience of women and girls online? What should be the responsibilities of different stakeholders to make digital inclusion a reality and ensure meaningful digital opportunities for all? 
There are several ways that we need to approach this grand goal. There are economic arguments that haven’t sunk in yet, so more financial/quant data on the economic gaps created by women’s absence in the information society are necessary. There is the ICT4D failure/success argument – given that ICT4D has a huge failure rate across the board, building ICT4D with women’s needs and wants as a primary goal would increase the success rate. There is the sustainability argument – women and marginalized people migrate less frequently to cities, and can learn to run the ICT systems rather than having young men learn the skills and then leave. There is the equity argument, which should have more uptake with the variety of women’s marches all over the world. Most importantly is the challenge of getting ICT4D orgs -- all of them – to realize that culture is an enabling factor, as much as electrical infrastructure or power grid. You wouldn’t drop an internet-based system into a community with no connectivity. You bring in the connectivity first. This is the same with cultural constraints to ICT access and use. And yet, this becomes a chicken-and-egg argument, rather than a linear fact. First shift the culture, then the tech may possibly be used in an equitable and empowering way. 
Anything else I can assist with, I’d love to.

Revi Sterling

Revi.sterling@nethope.org
srsterling@gmail.com
� Other human rights considerations that could/should be taken into consideration include freedoms of expression, association, religion or belief, freedom from violence, right to education, life, health, identity, an adequate standard of living, to participate in government and in cultural life, promotion of gender equality and rights of non-discrimination, rights of indigenous peoples, minority rights, rights of migrant workers, right to enjoy the benefits of scientific advancement, etc.


� For example, Goal 5.b Enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular information and communications technology, to promote the empowerment of women; Goal 9.c Significantly increase access to information and communications technology and strive to provide universal and affordable access to the Internet in least developed countries by 2020.


� See UN Guiding Principles on Business and Human Rights, Principles 29 - 31. 






