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Background 
 
In 2013, the United Nations Economic and Social Council (ECOSOC) is focusing its Annual 
Ministerial Review (AMR) on the theme “Science, technology and innovation, and the potential 
of culture, for promoting sustainable development and achieving the MDGs”. In that context, 
UNECOSOC and the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) are organizing a Google+ 
Hangout session on “Empowering women through Information and Communication Technology 
(ICT)”. This session will give stakeholders from all over the world a chance to focus attention on 
how to tap the potential of ICT to advance towards gender equality. Alongside activities, such 
as the recently launched ‘Tech Needs Girls’ campaign by the International Telecommunication 
Union (ITU) and the annual ‘Girls in ICT Day’ each spring, the Hangout is a great opportunity to 
build momentum for change. 
 
ICT can help societies build prosperity and inclusiveness, but its role is not straightforward.   A 
number of digital divides persist, both across countries and within countries, especially by 
gender. The gender divide, with women and girls enjoying less access to ICT and less 
participation in the sector than men and boys, is a major issue and can be true of rich and poor 
countries alike.1  By providing new avenues for learning, ICT is a force multiplier for girls’ 
education, enabling  them to build their futures on a level playing field with their male 
counterparts. ICTs can also be voice multiplier, by providing access for women to communicate 
and mobilize around their rights and participate in advocacy campaigns powered by 
technologies.2  
 
It is proposed that the Hangout be led by Geena Davis, Academy Award-winning actress and ITU 
Special Envoy for Women and Girls in the field of technology. As Special Envoy and through her 
pioneering work at the Geena Davis Institute on Gender in Media, Ms. Davis has become a 
powerful, global voice on the importance of gender equality in media and the empowering 
potential of technology for women and girls.   
 
Objectives 
 
The Google+ Hangout session could: 

• Inform the public of the current challenges and the untapped possibilities for 
empowering women and girls through ICT; 

• Reach out to a broader audience by making use of cutting-edge technology to ensure 
the participation of the public; and 

                                                 
1 Former United Nations Secretary-General, Kofi Annan Statement to the World Summit on the Information 
Society, Geneva, 10 December 2003 
2 Remarks by Lakshmi Puri, Deputy Executive Director, UN-Women, New York, 26 April 2012 
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• Create awareness and call for new ideas on how to make use of ICT to improve the 
conditions of women and girls across the world.   

 
Potential focus areas for the Hangout 
 
1. Promoting female participation in the ICT sector 
The ICT sector remains a buoyant and growing sector for employment, and a key economic 
driver of national and international development. This growth in employment, however, has 
not necessarily translated into quality jobs for women in the ICT sector, with the female to male 
ratio being particularly pronounced at senior levels even in advanced economies. In fact, the 
issue might not be simply owing to a shortage of entry-level positions for women in this sector, 
but may also be linked to other challenges such as demotivation, poor retention and low rates 
of promotion. Currently in OECD countries, women account for less than 20 % of ICT specialists, 
which translates into an alarming shortfall in the number of skilled staff to fill upcoming ICT 
jobs.3  
 
Women are under-represented in the ICT sector as a whole, particularly in higher ranks. What 
can be done in order to promote female inclusion and leadership in the ICT sector? 
 
2. Establishing access to ICT through better infrastructure 
At present, a gender gap exists in access to communication infrastructure and technology. For 
instance, in the rapidly growing urban areas of sub-Saharan Africa, men tend to outnumber 
women, who in many countries cluster in rural areas.4 The range of choices required for 
developing communications infrastructure—location, cost, choice of technology—can affect to 
what extent women and girls will be make use of related technologies.  Thus, the infrastructural 
deficit in rural areas coincides with gender demographics and needs to be taken into 
consideration when developing national plans for ICT infrastructure and development.   
 
Infrastructure is an issue in relation to gender and ICT, because if technology is not available 
one can not use it. How do we improve access to ICT, especially in rural or hard-to-reach 
areas? 
 
3. Education and skills as important prerequisites to tap the potential ICT  
Educations and skills—such as literacy and computer skills—are important prerequisites for 
maximizing the potential of ICT. However, according to recent World Bank data on youth and 
adult literacy, gender gaps persist, especially in sub-Saharan Africa. 5   At the same time, the use 
of mobile phone technology—for innovations ranging from mobile banking to social service 
delivery—have spread rapidly in some countries of the region.   
 
Girls in developing countries are less likely than boys to have the requisite education and 
knowledge needed to tap the potential of ICT. What actions can we take to ensure equal 
access to ICT for youth? 
 
                                                 
3 A Bright Future in ICTs: Opportunities for a new generation of women (Executive summary), International 
Telecommunication Union, 2012 
4 Tacoli, Cecilia, Urbanization and Emerging Population Issues Working Paper 7, International Institute for 
Environment and Development United Nations Pupulations Fund, 2012, p. 11 
5 World Bank Data, Gender Staistics (World DataBank), www.databank.worldbank.org  

http://www.databank.worldbank.org/
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4. Limitations of the media on gender issues 
Empowering women through ICT is about more than removing the constraints women face in 
accessing and using ICTs.  Media quality can also be a constraint to the degree to which women 
and girls effectively use ICTs; here, the issue of content looms large. One aspect of this is 
whether ICTs can connect women and girls with content that is relevant and of high-quality in 
forms that they can use.  Another aspect is the portrayal and representation of women in the 
national media, which can have wide-ranging impact on social attitudes toward gender norms 
and roles.   
 
What have been some successful initiatives for improving the depiction and portrayal of 
women and girls in national media?  Are there any examples of these initiatives having a 
long-lasting impact on the way societies view gender norms?   
 
Format 
The Google+ Hangout session will take the format of a face-to-face conversation. The 
interactive nature of the Hangout enables the participation from different stakeholders to 
participate.  
 
The Hangout will last for 30 minutes, and will feature an introductory part by Ms. Davis, 
followed by a short presentation of each of the discussants focusing on their interest and work 
in the area. The main element will be an interactive discussion among Ms. Davis and the 
selected discussants. The moderator of the Google+Hangout will be Mr. Gary Fowlie, Head of 
the liaison office of ITU to the United Nations. 
  
Discussants could be a mix of United Nations Member States and civil society representatives as 
well as youth representatives – ensuring the inclusion of all age groups. Audience will consist of 
interested parties all over the World tuning in on the Hangout session via the internet.       
 
Outreach  
A United Nations global social media campaign will be launched one to two weeks before the 
event. The objective will be to 1) Raise awareness of the Google+ Hangout around the topic of 
empowering women through ICT; 2) Mobilize the public-at-large, the UN System and civil 
society on  the issue of gender equality and empowerment of women in ICT; and 3) Engage the 
online audience to generate input via social media channels ahead of the event. 
 
Invited speakers 
Moderator: Mr. Gary Fowlie, Head of the liaison office of ITU to the United Nations. 
Panellists:  
-Ms. Geena Davis, Academy Award-winning actress and ITU Special Envoy for Women and Girls 
in the field of technology 
-Mr. Ahmad Alhendawi, United Nations Secretary-General’s Envoy on Youth 
- Ms. Doreen Bogdan, Chief Strategic Planning and Membership, International 
Telecommunication Union 
- Ms. Stacy Martinet, Chief Marketing Officer, Mashable.com 
- Ms. Blair Christie, Senior Vice-President, Government Affairs & Global Corporate 
Communications of Cisco 
 
 


