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The digital space is
essentially the virtual world
shaped by digital technology
and incorporates all the
online platforms, networks,
and technologies that
enable people to
communicate, share
information, and conduct
business over the internet.
So what exactly makes up
the digital space? The digital
space includes websites,
social media platforms, e-
commerce sites, mobile
applications, search engines,
online market places, among
others.

The digital space has
transformed the way we live,
work and communicate. It
has created new
opportunities for businesses
to reach global audiences,
enables individuals to
connect with others across
the world and provides
access to vast amounts of
information and knowledge.

It is beyond doubt that the inclusion of
women in the digital space presents
enormous opportunities for reducing
inequality, achieving development and
economic growth, and accelerating
business and market integration in
Africa. One of the goals of the African
Union’s Digital Transformation Strategy
is digital inclusion for every African by
2030. Digital markets are dramatically
expanding access to markets and
accelerating job creation. 



Globally, 3.7 billion people have no
access to the internet and half of them
are women. In Africa, an estimated 20
percent of women use and have access
to the internet, compared to the 86
percent in the developed world, yet in
the 21 st century, access to the digital
space for every individual is no longer a
luxury but a necessity. 

More men are more likely to go online,
own a mobile phone, own a smart
phone, and use social media websites;
all these are lost opportunities for most
women. In Rwanda for instance, the
proportion of women aged 15-49 years
who own a telephone stand at 48
percent compared to 62 percent of
men. Women make up more than 50
percent of Africa’s population and 80
percent of these women reside in the
rural areas. A survey carried out by
Afrobarometer within 34 African
countries indicates that 24 percent of
African women living in the rural areas
have access to the internet via mobile. 

Without access to the internet, access
to the digital space is just but a myth.
The inequality in digital connection
deepens other inequalities because a
number of educational,income-
generating, political, and other
opportunities are almost out of reach
without access to the internet.

What therefore are the hindrances to
accessing the digital space by African
women living in rural areas? Firstly,
limited infrastructure. This has been
the biggest hindrance to African
women in rural areas accessing the
digital space. The infrastructure that is
in place in most rural areas in Africa is
poor quality and accessing it is hard.
Limited infrastructure includes
unreliable electricity and in some rural
areas no electricity at all, poor
internet connectivity, lack of access to
digital devices like computers, tablets,
smart phones, among others.

Secondly, limited digital literacy. A big
number of women in rural Africa do
not have the skills and knowledge
necessary to effectively use digital
technologies. Such skills include the
basic computer skills, internet
navigation, and digital literacy.
Equipping these women with such
skills will motivate them to embrace
the digital world and take up the
opportunities available to them.



Additionally, the high cost of digital
devices, internet connectivity and
other digital interrelated services is
exorbitant for many women living in
rural Africa, who in most cases have
limited financial resources. An
ordinary rural African woman will
most likely spend the little money she
has on her children’s meals,
medication and education rather than
to invest in a digital device that she
will probably not know how to
operate.

The availability of digital content that
is relevant and accessible to rural
African women, is most times limited.
That which is available is not in the
local languages that these women can
easily comprehend. Without relevant
and available content, there is a
knowledge gap that is created
between the rural African women and
the urban African women.

These hindrances and more can be
averted if African Governments
invest in the development of
infrastructure, digital literacy training
for the rural African women, creation
of content that is both relevant and in
local languages; which specifically
addresses the concerns of these
women, subsidize digital devices and
internet packages and sensitization
on the importance of participating in
the digital space and the benefits that
come with it.

In conclusion, access to the digital
space is pertinent for the
empowerment of rural African
women. However, the limitations
they face, as highlighted above,
have encumbered their progress.
African Governments, Civil Society
Organizations and other
stakeholders have an essential role
to play in ensuring that  rural
African women are not left behind
when it comes to taking up
opportunities in the digital space.
When these limitations are
addressed, rural African women will
be able to gladly embrace the
digital space, access new
opportunities and therefore
improve their livelihoods.

Written By:  ESTHER GRACE MUGABI


