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Introduction

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review

Online experiences and 
opportunities are critical 
for children’s and young 
people’s development across 
a wide range of areas. These 
include engagement in online 
education, both formal and 
informal learning, access to 
critical information and support 
related to health and well-
being, participation in creative 
and cultural practices, civic 
engagement and expression 
of ideas and opinions, leisure 
and connecting with peers, 
and searching for employment, 
career information and 
entrepreneurship opportunities.1 

Digital literacy is increasingly 
seen as an essential skill for 
employability and has been 
linked to higher earning 
potential and new economic 
opportunities.2

Over 90% of jobs worldwide have 
a digital component.3 

What is digital technology?

Digital technologies are 
electronic tools, systems, 
devices and resources that 
generate, store or process 
data. Digital technologies 
are continually evolving 
and expanding. They 
include the internet and 
mobile technologies; digital 
networks, content, services 

and applications; old and 
new systems of media, 
communication and information; 
connected devices and 
environments; virtual and 
augmented reality; artificial 
intelligence, including machine 
learning; robotics; automated 
systems and data analytics; and 
biometrics and biotechnology.

However, distinct geographic, 
economic, and social gaps in 
access persist, including those 
related to disability and gender.4 
Closing the digital divide for 
all children needs tailored 
understanding and actions for 
each of these barriers.

1	 Stoilova et al, 2021
2	 UNICEF, 2017
3	 United Nations, 2018
4	 UNICEF, 2017; UNESCO, 2019
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This leaves a significant 
knowledge gap on the digital 
realities for today’s generation  
of girls.5 

However, limited available data 
does demonstrate that girls 
face similar patterns as women, 
including lower access and 
use.6 There are similar regional 
variations and significant gaps 
in use of more sophisticated 
technology tools (e.g., 
smartphone access and range of 
use).7 

The gender digital divide 
community of knowledge is 
overwhelmingly focused on 
women (above 18 years). 

5	 GSMA, 2020; ITU, 2019; EQUALS, 2019
6	 Girl Effect, 2018
7	 GSMA, 2020; Girl Effect, 2018
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However, most data 
available to quantify this gap 
focuses on adults only, not 
children. The International 
Telecommunications Union (ITU) 
reports that more than 50% of 
the world’s women are offline.8 
This is more pronounced in 
developing countries, where 
the internet penetration rate for 
adult women is 41%, compared 
to 53% for men.9 GSMA found 
that 393 million adult women 
in developing countries do not 
own mobile phones, and globally, 
women are 8% less likely to 
own a mobile phone than men.10 

There are also stark regional 
differences. For instance, the 
gender gap in mobile ownership 
is much larger in South Asia 
(23%) and sub-Saharan Africa 
(13%).11 Women are more likely 
than men to borrow or share 
mobile phones (often within 
a household or from a male 
family member) and are rarely 
the primary owners of a mobile 
device.12 GSMA reports that 
women are more likely to have 
simpler feature phones that do 
not support mobile internet use, 
and women are 20% less likely 
than men to own a smartphone.13 

Gender inequality in the  
physical world is replicated in  
the digital world. 

There is a large gap in women and 
girls’ digital adoption and use 
compared to men and boys.

The current 
evidence base

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review

What is the gender digital divide?

8	 ITU, 2019
9	 ITU, 2019
10	 GSMA, 2020
11	 GSMA, 2020
12	 EQUALS, 2019
13	 GSMA, 2020
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Several studies have found that 
women tend to use mobiles and 
the internet differently than 
men. For example, limited by less 
expensive and sophisticated 
handsets, women use a smaller 
range of digital services (often 
primarily voice and SMS). Women 
also use digital services less 
often and less intensively, and 
they access the internet less 
frequently, for fewer reasons.14 

This gender gap in digital access 
is accompanied by a gender gap in 
meaningful digital use.

To date, there is little research 
on gender differences in digital 
access for children under the age 
of 18.16 

These disparities in usage limit 
women’s access to the full range 
of opportunities offered by 
digital.15 

What do we know about the gender  
digital divide for girls?

14	 Web Foundation, 2015; Web 
Foundation, 2016; LIRNEasia, 2019; 
GSMA, 2020

15	 USAID, 2020
16	 Tyers A and Banyan Global, 2020
17	 UNICEF EAP, 2019

However, the limited data 
available does indicate a similar 
pattern of lower access and 
use for girls, as for women. In 
countries with data, girls aged 
15–19 years were less likely 
than boys to have used the 
internet in the past 12 months, 
and they also had lower mobile 
phone ownership. The greatest 
disparities were in South Asian 
countries. For instance, rates of 

internet use among boys were 
double those of girls in Nepal, 
and quadruple those of girls 
in Pakistan. Phone ownership 
was almost 30%  higher among 
boys in Nepal, Pakistan, and 
Bangladesh. Weekly access to 
information media was also 
substantially lower among 
adolescent girls in Nepal, India, 
Afghanistan and Timor-Leste.17 
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Digital adoption and use can 
also offer women, and girls in 
particular, opportunities to 
overcome hurdles they may face 
in the physical world. Digital 
access can empower women and 
girls, help expand their sense 
of self in the world, increase 
civic engagement, and raise 
awareness of their rights.24 

Another study, by Girl Effect and 
the Vodafone Foundation, found 
boys are 1.5 times more likely 
than girls to own a mobile phone 
and 1.8 times more likely to own 
a smartphone.18 More than half 
(52%) of girls borrow mobile 
phones if they want digital 
access, compared to 28% of 
boys.19 As for adult women, this 
gender gap in access is echoed 
in digital use overall.

As the digitization of economies 
expands, economic and social 
growth will increasingly depend 
upon people’s ability to use 
technology. While some jobs 
require very advanced digital 
skills, most jobs and daily 
activities need basic digital 
literacy to engage with a  
digital economy.21

Boys use far more digital 
platforms and services for a 
much wider range of activities 
than girls, and they are more 
likely to use the internet. 

Roughly 46% of boys use the 
internet on their phones, 
compared to 27% of girls.20 

Without increased digital 
adoption and use, girls will have 
fewer employment opportunities 
and will face additional barriers to 
workforce participation.22 23 

Why is it important for girls?

18	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 
Foundation, 2018

19	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 
Foundation, 2018

20	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 
Foundation, 2018

21	 UNESCO, 2019
22	 Plan, 2020.
23	 USAID, 2020
24	 OECD, 2018
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What needs to be addressed to close the 
digital gender gap?

Reasons for the digital gender 
gap include inequitable access 
to education and harmful social 
norms that exist in the “offline” 
world and impact digital realities 
and potential benefits for women 

and girls.25 Factors that need 
to be addressed to close the 
gender digital divide can be 
broadly categorized into three 
interlinked areas: access, digital 
literacy, and online safety.

Digital 
literacy

Access

Online  
Safety

25	 Tyers A and Banyan Global, 2020
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Social norms and gender 
inequality underpin women’s and 
girls’ lesser digital access.33

Low levels of infrastructure, 
network quality, and coverage 
disproportionally affect access 
for women and girls. Their choice 
of network is often restricted 
by various factors, such as 
more basic handsets26, fewer 
choices of SIM, and the cost of 
data.27 The Alliance for Affordable 
Internet (A4AI) reports that 

costs tend to be higher in areas 
with lower connectivity due to 
lack of market competition28 and 
found that women and girls tend 
to be more price-sensitive than 
men. Women often have lower 
levels of income (women often 
earn 30–50% less than men29) 
and are often less financially 
independent.30 Women and 

girls with less disposable 
income to spend on mobile or 
internet services31 go online 
less frequently. Women and girls 
who live in remote areas were 
particularly affected, due to 
significant gaps in infrastructure 
and network coverage in  
rural areas.32 

Access

A key barrier to women and girls’ 
digital inclusion is lesser access, 
compared to men and boys.
This includes access to devices, 
to data, and to networks.

26	 GSMA, 2020
27	 Alliance for Affordable Internet, 

2019
28	 Alliance for Affordable Internet, 

2019
29	 Alliance for Affordable Internet, 

2015
30	 Web Foundation, 2015; Web 

Foundation, 2020

31	 USAID, 2020
32	 GSMA, 2020
33	 Web Foundation, 2016
34	 Web Foundation, 2015; Web 

Foundation, 2016; Girl Effect and 
Vodafone Foundation, 2018, USAID, 
2020; GSMA, 2020;

35	 GSMA, 2020
36	 USAID, 2020
37	 GSMA, 2015; EQUALS, 2019;
38	 Research ICT Africa, 2012.
39	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 

Foundation, 2018
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The internet is often perceived 
as a risk to the traditional 
social order or seen as unsafe 
for women and girls.34 Male 
(or family/community) 
gatekeepers control or restrict 
access to devices and the 
internet for many women and 
girls.35 For example, some rural 
communities in northern India 
have banned women’s mobile 
phone use altogether, and other 
communities have decrees 
declaring internet use “immoral” 
for women.36 Several studies 
report these restrictions to be 
greater for younger women and 

girls.37 However, Research ICT 
Africa has found that removal 
of social norms barriers enables 
women and girls to be more 
frequent and active users.38 
Similarly, Girl Effect reports that 
in contexts where girls have 
more freedom and agency, they 
are more likely to have access 
to digital technology. Increased 
access supports greater digital 
literacy, as there are more 
opportunities for learning and 
skill development, and improved 
management of (perceived) 
online risks.39
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In today’s world, children need 
to be digitally literate to fully 
participate in digital life, be safe 
online, and develop critical and 
analytical skills. Digital literacy41 
refers to the knowledge, skills 
and attitudes that allow adults 

and children to thrive in an 
increasingly global digital world, 
being both safe and empowered, 
in ways that are appropriate to 
their age and local cultures and 
contexts.42 

Digital literacy

In many countries, gender 
inequality means that women 
and girls have lower levels of 
education and less practice in 
using or creating digital content.

Inequality in education 
represents a major contributor to 
the gender digital divide. 

Digital literacy includes “both 
the skills to functionally be 
able to use the Internet and 
digital technology, as well as 
the knowledge of how to do so 
safely, securely and with trusted 
information and protected data.40 

40	 Tyers, A and Banyan Global, 2020
41	 Among the main concepts used 

by international organizations 
(digital literacy, digital skills, 
digital competence and digital 
citizenship), the UNICEF Digital 
Literacy Scoping Paper (2019) 
proposes the concept of digital 

literacy as most suitable for 
UNICEF.

42	 UNICEF, 2019
43	 EQUALS, 2019; GSMA, 2020;
44	 Web Foundation, 2016
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As a result, women’s and girls’ 
digital adoption and use is 
frequently limited by lower levels 
of digital literacy, and a lack of 
confidence.43 For example, the 
Web Foundation found that in 

Africa and Asia women who have 
some secondary education are 
six times more likely to be online 
than women with only primary 
education or less.44 
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Digital literacy

Poorly designed handsets that 
are not user-friendly, and content 
not in the local language, are also 
greater barriers for women and 
girls than for men and boys.47

45	 Web Foundation, 2015
46	 Web Foundation, 2016; EQUALS, 

2019; GSMA, 2020
47	 Web Foundation, 2016; EQUALS, 

2019; GSMA, 2020
48	 UNESCO, 2019

49	 EQUALS, 2019
50	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 

Foundation, 2018
51	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 

Foundation, 2018
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The gender gap in digital literacy 
means that female users are 
more likely to report difficulties 
in using digital technology, 
compared to males. One study 
found that women are 1.6 times 
more likely than men to report 

lack of skills as a barrier to 
internet use.45 Several studies 
report that more female users 
report trouble reading content 
and require help from others to 
use more complex features.46 

The gender gap in digital literacy 
is growing as technologies 
become more sophisticated.48

Digital literacy is closely linked to 
access. 

Without regular access to digital 
technology, women and girls 
cannot develop digital literacy 
by familiarizing themselves 
with digital platforms, devices 
and services. Irregular access 
means irregular use, which 
prevents women and girls from 
learning incrementally, with 

fewer opportunities to learn to 
use digital in ways that benefit 
them.49 Girl Effect reports 
that this is especially acute 
for girls: their digital literacy is 
hindered by irregular access, as 
they often do not have anyone 
who can help them explore 
digital technologies and show 

them new features.50 This is 
particularly true of girls who 
share devices or who use 
devices and the internet in 
secret, due to gatekeepers and 
social norms that restrict their 
access.51 



12

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review

Digital products, solutions and 
content are often generically 
designed for mostly male 
users, with women infrequently 
involved in development.52 
Products generally do not 
consider the devices women 
and girls have access to, the 
digital platforms they use, their 

data access, their digital literacy 
levels, and the content they 
want to see.53 As a result, female 
users often see no reason to 
use digital products, services or 
content, and they engage less 
with digital solutions.54 

Digital literacy

Limitations in digital literacy are 
also related to a lack of digital 
products and services designed 
for women and girls.

52	 USAID, 2020
53	 Girl Effect and UNICEF, 2019
54	 EQUALS, 2019

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review
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There are many risks associated 
with digital technology, including 
online harassment from 
strangers (such as unsolicited 
messages), cyber-bullying, 
cyberstalking, unsolicited sexual 
messages or images, non-

consensual sharing of intimate 
photos, child sexual exploitation 
and abuse, as well as data 
security and privacy risks.55 
Women and girls, and people of 
diverse genders, are at greater 
risk of digital harm. 

Online safety 

52% of young women globally 
have experienced some form  
of digital harm, and 87% of  
them believe the problem is 
getting worse.56 

A Web Foundation survey found 
35% of young women and girls 
reported that the online sharing 
of private, intimate images  
and video without their consent 
was their top concern about 
using the internet.60 55	 EIGE, 2019; EQUALS, 2019; UNICEF, 

2019; Web Foundation, 2020; 
UNICEF, 2020

56	 Web Foundation, 2020.
57	 Web Foundation, 2020
58	 EQUALS, 2019
59	 EIGE, 2017
60	 Web Foundation, 2020
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Social media in particular is 
perceived as an unsafe space, 
with 68% of online abuse of 
women and girls taking place on 
social media platforms.57 There 
is also an increasing number of 
websites that are dedicated to 
sharing “revenge pornography”, 

with users submitting images of 
victims (without their consent) 
accompanied by their personal 
information.58 Most victims (90%) 
of “revenge-porn” are female, 
and many cases of suicide have 
been triggered by such attacks.59 
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The vast majority (86%) of 
images in a recent analysis of 
child sexual abuse materials 
are girls (which overall have 
increased by 35% in 2017 
to 2016) by Internet Watch 
Foundation.61 The same study 
also found that of the 2,082 
images and videos included in 

the study (child sexual abuse 
material and online sexual 
abuse) of under 13 years, most 
were girls (96%).62 During the 
Covid-19 pandemic, a massive 
surge in online sexual abuse 
and exploitation of children was 
observe.63

Online safety

90% of child sexual abuse  
images are of girls.

Limitations in digital literacy 
make women and girls more 
vulnerable to online risks than 
men and boys.64

61	 IWF, 2018
62	 IWF, 2018
63	 Europol, 2020
64	 EIGE, 2019
65	 EQUALS, 2019
66	 UNICEF, 2019
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When they experience harmful 
or negative digital experiences, 
women and girls often report 
a sense of helplessness. They 
may have little information 
or knowledge about staying 
safe online or resources and 
services available to them. A 
study in Brazil found girls do 
not know how to proceed or 
where to turn for help when 
faced with online harassment 
or non-consensual sharing 
of nude photos.65 This is also 

true of parents: many parents 
or gatekeepers have low levels 
of digital literacy themselves, 
and so their responses to their 
daughters’ use of social media 
or the internet is informed 
predominantly by fear of the 
risks, rather than by educating 
their children (and themselves) 
on how to stay safe online and 
what prevention and counselling 
services might be available  
to them.66 
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Online safety

There is also a lack of formalised 
policies and regulations to 
prevent digital harms and  
protect users. 

67	 Womankind, 2018
68	 EIGE, 2019; UNICEF, 2020
69	 Broadband Commission, 2015
70	 Web Foundation, 2020
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In general, there has been 
little response from many 
governments, law enforcement 
authorities, and social 
media companies.67 While 
some countries may have 
legal frameworks for online 
safeguarding and security, they 
are often generic and gender-
blind.68 In 74% of countries, 
included in the Web Foundation’s 
Web Index, law enforcement 

agencies and the courts fail 
to take appropriate actions for 
digital harms. Few perpetrators 
are held accountable for 
their actions, as there is a 
lack of clear regulations and 
limited ability to prosecute 
offenders.69 This results in 
a lack of confidence in legal 
systems and law enforcement 
to protect at risk users, who are 
disproportionately girls.

The Web Foundation found that 
25% of young women and girls 
who are harassed online do 
nothing about it, citing reasons 
such as “it’s not worth reporting” 
and “authorities don’t care .”70 
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The greater risk of digital harm 
experienced by women and girls 
is underpinned by gender norms. 
Gatekeepers often control and 
monitor women and girls’ access 
and use of digital technology 
due to fears that it is not safe 
for them to be online, or that 
the internet or social media can 
have a corrupting influence 
on them.71 This links to parents’ 
lack of digital literacy and 
understanding of online safety.72 
Some of these risk perceptions 

are internalized by women and 
girls themselves. A study in 
South Asia found that many 
women believe it is acceptable 
for their devices and internet 
usage to be monitored by male 
relatives who are perceived 
to have higher levels of digital 
literacy and skills.73 

Online safety

71	 Tyers, A and Banyan Global, 
2020; Girl Effect and Vodafone 
Foundation, 2018

72	 UNICEF, 2020
73	 Sambivisan et al, 2018
74	 Girl Effect and Vodafone 

Foundation, 2018
75	 GSMA Connected Women, 2018.
76	 EIGE, 2019.
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These digital risks and harms 
are reducing or restricting ways 
that women and girls use digital 
technology, not only because of 
women and girls’ own concerns, 
but also in response to the fears 
of their parents, spouses, or 

gatekeepers who may restrict 
access. Women and girls often 
report self-policing of internet 
use or reduced participation 
in social media due to fear of 
harassment or other online 
safety concerns.75 

Young women, and girls in 
particular, self-monitor as they 
are more likely to be criticised  
for online activities, such as an 
open profile, too many friends, 
too many male friends, or 
revealing photos.76 

Adolescent girls often report 
digital platforms to be unsafe 
spaces, and that they cannot  
be trusted with access to  
these platforms.74 
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Other impacts include being 
less willing to engage in public 
discourse and to voice their 
opinions, withdrawing from 
specific conversations, self-
censoring their responses, or 
withdrawing from the internet or 
social media altogether.77 These 
negative digital experiences 
have a negative impact on 
women’s and girls’ well-being. 

Online safety

According to the Web Foundation, 
59% of young women who 
experienced online abuse say 
it has affected their emotional 
and/or physical well-being and 
their relationships, reduced their 
confidence in using the internet, 
and made them less capable  
than others.78 

77	 Womankind, 2018; Tyers A and 
Banyan Global, 2020

78	 Web Foundation, 2020

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review



18

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review

Around the world, considerable 
efforts are being made to 
address the gender digital 
divide for adult women and 
there is a growing community 
of organisations and initiatives 
that tackle this.79 However, 
the gender digital divide for 
adolescent girls has received 
much less attention: there 
is limited data, and few 

organisations work specifically 
to close it.80 There is a nascent 
body of research, however, 
which suggests that for girls 
to become skilled users (and 
creators) of digital technology,  
intentional efforts need to 
be made to address gender 
barriers, digital literacy and girls’ 
exposure to technology. 

There is also a clear need to 
increase the evidence base and 
availability of sex-disaggregated 
data for adolescent girls’ access 
to and use of digital technology.81 

Closing the  
gender digital 
divide

What we know about the gender digital divide for girls: 
A literature review

79	 See for example, work by 
organisations such as GSMA, the 
Web Foundation, ITU, EQUALS, UN 
Women, as well as governmental 
agencies such as USAID, SIDA and 
GIZ.

80	 Tyers A and Banyan Global, 2020
81	 EQUALS, 2019; GIZ and Panoply 

Digital, 2017

Firstly, any initiative that 
works to increase adolescent 
girls’ access and use of digital 
technology should consider 
the gender barriers that girls 
face, particularly social norms 
which support men’s and boys’ 

control of devices and the 
internet. Digital literacy training 
for fathers, mothers and other 
family members can enable 
them to better understand the 
value of girls’ digital adoption.
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National governments and policy 
makers will need to ensure that 
any legal frameworks for online 
safeguarding, security and data 
privacy use a gender lens and 
offer protection for girls and 
women as well as boys and men. 
Organizations that represent 

women and girls can also work 
alongside governments and 
policy makers in developing 
these frameworks, to help 
ensure that girls’ voices are 
heard.

Putting girls front and centre 
in the design process not only 
ensures that the products and 
services meet their needs and 
their digital realities, but it also 
builds girls’ skills and confidence 
in doing so.

Digital literacy training can 
give parents more positive 
perceptions of digital technology 
and the internet. It can help 
them understand how they can 
support girls to stay safe online, 
rather than view the internet as a 
dangerous place.

Including girls’ voices is essential 
when developing any digital 
products or services, or any 
digital development programmes. 
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Education policies should 
emphasize digital skills for girls 
as well as boys. Digital skill 
training should be included 
in formal school curricula 
from primary level, so girls are 
reached at an early age and can 
build skills over time. Education 

policies can also support girls’ 
study of STEM subjects in 
inclusive and gender-neutral 
environments, with learning 
opportunities provided both 
inside and outside of the 
classroom. Collaboration with 
the private sector (such as 

mobile operators) may help 
to support digital literacy 
development for girls, especially 
for girls who may be out of 
school, or live in more remote 
places.

More research and data is 
needed in order to effectively 
design programmes and 
initiatives that work to close the 
gender digital divide for girls. 

This can be done through, for 
example,  country or regional 
demand-side surveys that focus 
on adolescents under the age 
of 18, or by integrating sex-
disaggregated data on digital 
adoption for adolescents into 
regular national surveys, or by 
exploring innovative approaches 
to data and insights, such as big 
data. Context-specific research 

is also needed to understand 
girls’ digital experiences, the 
security and safety risks they 
may face online, and any issues 
and fears in their community 
about girls’ use of technology. 

Increasing girls’ digital adoption 
will enable them to access 
more digital opportunities, be 
it in education, employment 
or civic participation. We 
must close the digital divide 
to allow a new generation of 
girls to have access to these 
digital opportunities and to the 
increasingly digital world of work.

Building digital literacy can be 
transformational and is key to 
closing the gender digital divide 
for girls. 

The first step is building an 
evidence base to address the 
knowledge gap on digital realities 
for girls.
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