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Foreword

On the eve of the twelfth session of the Regional Conference on Women in Latin America and the Caribbean, ECLAC
has prepared the document, Women in the digital economy: Breaking through the equality threshold, as a contribution
to the regional debate. This document systematizes and describes various dimensions that shape the way the region’s
women participate in the labour market and how they access and use the different elements of the digital economy.
It documents experiences, initiatives and policies aimed at improving women’s quality of life through information
and communications technologies (ICTs). This is a summary of that document.

This is a crucial time, in which governments, businesses and citizens in the region must reflect and take action in
order to foster new approaches to development. A new equation must be forged between the State, the market and
society to make progress towards an equitable development model based on employment, economic productivity
growth, social well-being and environmental sustainability. The milestones that must be attained along this path
involve key factors such as education, science and technology, innovation and entrepreneurship, care systems, the
role of territories and cultural diversity.

In this connection, ICTs provide essential support across all economic, political, cultural and social activity. As
such, they are potential allies in the drive to achieve equality by helping reduce the gender inequities which constitute
not only a gender digital gap but also a social divide. If women are to enjoy opportunities in a context of extremely
rapid technological development, they must have access to ICTs, although this alone will not suffice.

With this in mind, the document looks at the discussion surrounding structural change and women’s
participation in the information society and the potential for increasing their autonomy in the framework of the
new technology paradigm. It then goes on to map women’s labour market status and uses available survey data to
review indicators of Internet access and use and thereby measure the gaps between men and women in various
social and geographical dimensions.

Women’s access to ICTs is constrained by factors that go beyond matters of technological infrastructure and
language. That fact that women use ICTs less than men in Latin America and the Caribbean is undoubtedly a
direct result of inequality and stereotypes in areas such as education and professional training, employment and
access to income.

The document looks at the results of three studies which have explored different areas of the digital economy: the
electrical and electronics industry, call centre services and women using ICTs in enterprise. Women'’s participation
in the world of science and knowledge is then discussed, examining the trajectories of women devoted to scientific
research in the region.

Public policies on gender equality must take into account the key and interconnected dimensions of economy,
well-being and technology if they are to be capable of providing an ambitious and innovative response to the challenges
of today’s society. The core argument in the reflection on ICTs and gender equality thus has to do with how women
engage in processes of change and sustainable development in the countries, which cannot be achieved without
equal participation by men and women.

Foreword
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From this perspective, the gender digital gap offers a specific opportunity to tackle gender inequalities in the
region, because digital technologies are tools that are capable of improving living standards and access to employment,
income and education and health services. Accordingly, the document sets forth a series of experiences relating to
public policy and initiatives by national and international organizations, which illustrate the progress and efforts
under way to leverage ICTs for women’s well-being.

Lastly, the gender perspective is addressed as it applies to digital strategies under way in the countries of the
region. This illustrates the need for governments to make greater efforts to ensure that women gain more benefits
from ICT resources.

ICTs have the potential to boost women’s economic, political and social empowerment, and to consolidate gender
equality in the region. Yet this potential cannot be achieved unless women overcome the barriers to ICT access and
use and become fully integrated into the information and knowledge society.

This reflection brings together two thematic and public policy areas which have tended to be treated separately. As
well as posing major challenges, this suggests a future agenda for research and government action ripe with potential
from the perspective of both women'’s autonomy and the countries’ development.

In this document ECLAC proposes that the governments of the countries in the region need to plan, implement
and oversee policies on development —especially on production development— with an eye to the fact that women
make up half of the population. Policies cannot be neutral. They must consider and aim to overcome the gender
inequalities evident in the State, the market and the family. The gender perspective must cut across digital strategies
for closing digital gaps (in access and, above all, in use) and resolving the specific problems, disadvantages and
discrimination faced by girls, adolescent girls and women.

Alicia Barcena

Executive Secretary
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)



Introduction

The twelfth session of the Regional Conference on Women in Latin America and the Caribbean, bringing together
representatives of the Governments of the region, will address issues of gender equality, the empowerment of women
and information and communication technologies (ICTs). The Governments gathered at the Fourth Ministerial Conference
on the Information Society in Latin America and the Caribbean in April 2013 reaffirmed their commitment to continue
making progress towards meeting the targets identified in the Plan of Action for the Information and Knowledge
Society in Latin America and the Caribbean (eLAC2015) and recognized the need for a development-based approach
to policymaking and for mainstreaming gender and opportunities with a vision of inclusion that promotes equality
and, in particular, narrows the digital divide.

The twelfth session of the Regional Conference on Women is taking place nearly 20 years on from the Fourth
World Conference on Women, which marked one of the most important milestones in the fight for women’s equality.
Along with the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination against Women (CEDAW) —a binding
convention adopted in 1979— the fourth World Conference on Women is the frame of reference for the regional
conferences whose consensus informs the regional agenda for gender equality.

At the Fourth World Conference on Women, the majority of Governments recognized the need to bring women
into strategic areas of non-traditional knowledge, such as technology and innovation.

The Regional Conference on Women in Latin America and the Caribbean addressed the issue of ICTs for the
first time 2004. The Mexico City Consensus (2004) calls for action to “Promote all women’s access to information

” 1

and communication technologies as a means of eradicating poverty and fostering development”.

In 2010, the Brasilia Consensus once again addressed the importance of new technologies and, in agreement 5,
called for the following:

* To promote actions that facilitate women’s access to communications and new information technologies,
including education and training in the use of such technologies for networking, advocacy and exchange of
information, educational activities, and the specialized use of these technologies in economic activities;

* To promote women’s access to science, technology and innovation, encouraging the interest of girls and young
women in scientific and technological fields.

These international commitments coincide with major changes that are altering the political and institutional map
for gender equality: the emergence of a new multilateralism with new countries and leaders whose influence on the
international scene is growing, and the rise of new social movements in which young women broadly participate.
The means for political and citizen participation are changing and rely increasingly on social networks and the broad
array of ICT tools.

Long-elusive equality is now on government agendas. This, to some extent, can be seen as a victory for women.
Contrary to the prevailing trends, the women’s movement and the machinery for the advancement of women have

T See [online] http://www.cepal.org/cgi-bin/getProd.asp?xml=/mujer/noticias/paginas/2/28702/P28702 .xml&xsl=/mujer/tpl/p18f.xs| &base=/
mujer/tpl/top-bottom.xsl.
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for more than two decades been advocating decisive State action to eliminate discrimination, often in a context in
which the dominant theme was to shrink the State or limit its powers.

The actions that States took to deal with the financial crisis of 2008 and save the international financial system
did (rather dramatically) make it more obvious that the State can and should intervene in the market in order to ward
off further damage. This heterodox intervention has unintentionally paved the way for extending to other policy areas
women's longstanding demand that the State be a guarantor of human rights.

Latin America and the Caribbean has been able to reduce poverty and weather the financial and economic crisis
better than other regions, while maintaining democratic institutions. There is new appreciation for the State in its
role in promoting and guaranteeing equality, although its ability to ensure gender equality remains weakened and
it is becoming increasingly clear that a new State-market-society covenant is needed to move the gender equality
agenda from the sidelines to front and centre.

In recent decades there has been growing recognition of the importance of and need for gender equality, largely thanks
to the leadership of women who have democratized the regional scenario and even become president in a number of
countries. The most encouraging trend, made possible by educational and political achievements, is women’s increased
presence in the labour market, which has in turn reduced the proportion of women with no income of their own.

Many Latin American and Caribbean countries experienced rapid economic growth in the past 10 years, which
has made it possible to significantly improve the standard of living for the population. Thanks to favourable external
conditions and inclusive policies, not only was major headway made in reducing unemployment and poverty, but
also for the first time in several decades, a sizeable subset of countries in the region achieved positive results in terms
of income distribution (ECLAC, 2012b).

Uncertainties are now clouding this progress, not only because of the lingering international crisis, but also because
of the natural-resource-intensive and low-knowledge-content production and export specialization that has taken root
in the region. Latin America and the Caribbean must overcome these substantial constraints if the current phase of
growth is to be sustainable, bearing in mind, as well, that the heterogeneity and low technological sophistication of
its production structure hamper efforts to overcome the problems of inequality faced by the countries of the region.

Despite a number of achievements in the area of equality, major challenges remain. Women’s overrepresentation among
the poor has become a topic and a focus for social policy, which sometimes delivers monetary benefits directly to women
without further analysis of the issues involved, hinting at an underlying gender bias in social policies (ECLAC, 2012b). Ina
context of weak production structures and extractive economies, available employment unfairly favours men, wastes women's
educational attainments and fails to eliminate the domestic burden carried over from times in which women were responsible
for the care of family members.

Changes in demographics and education, and female emancipation itself, are laying bare the need to promote
greater efficiency and equity in markets so as to make use of women’s capabilities. And they are casting more light
on the structural injustice underpinning the current economic and social structure.

The need for structural change as a pillar of development has been and remains the key challenge faced by Latin
America and the Caribbean. The region must therefore build policies and institutions that can drive that process.

Advancing towards sustainable growth with greater equality calls, then, for constructing mechanisms to densify
the production matrix and make it more diversified in terms of high-productivity activities that embed knowledge.

The driving force behind that transformation is the generation of knowledge and the incorporation of innovations
and new technologies in society as a whole as well as in the production system. At the heart of that process are ICTs
and dissemination of the digital paradigm.

An essential part of that effort is to spread and implement ICTs in the production sector, as well as the development
of sectors that deliver ICT-linked products and services. Effective development of the digital economy is key to
production transformation, competitiveness and social and digital inclusion.

This document proposes that inequality is found mainly in the world of work (both paid and unpaid) and that public
policies must act as a tool for seizing the opportunities arising from the new technology paradigm. To that end, it is
necessary to promote policies that prevent labour segregation and segmentation, avoid the income gaps that disadvantage
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women, and promote a fair sexual division of labour. The overall organization of social reproduction must be addressed
with a broad array of active labour market policies so as to facilitate women’s participation and economic autonomy.

The social changes are as dramatic as the technological and economic transformation that is taking place
(Castells, 1997). Against this backdrop, women have been entering the paid workforce at a steady pace over the past
decade (although progress has slowed in recent years) amid persistent discrimination. According to an International
Telecommunication Union (ITU) report, although women are entering ICT-related technical and professional positions,
lower-level jobs are still highly feminized. The report stressed that in the United Kingdom women make up 30% of
technical operations staff but hold only 15% of the management-level posts and but 11% of ICT strategic planning
positions (ITU, 2012).

The data set out herein reveal once more that equality is not an automatic outcome of growth and that income
distribution between women and men is not equal. Slow progress in closing labour market gaps (including in the
high-tech labour market, where ICTs are an integral part of the production model) shows the need to raise awareness
of the obstacles to access that have to do with women’s continuing to be the main providers of unpaid work and care
in the home. As long as this persists, there will be no change in patterns of access to and use of ICTs.

There is ample evidence of how important ICTs are for economic and social development (ECLAC, 2013b). These
technologies are the engine of the new economic model, based on the information and knowledge society. In turn,
they contribute to people’s integration and well-being, to the extent that the possibilities for accessing and using
ICTs are creating new social categories (the “info haves” and the “info have-nots”). Technology is also coloured by
cultural issues that keep it from being gender-neutral and shape factors such as degree of access, intensity and types
of use and acquisition of technological skills.

The use of mobile telephones, computers and the Internet is expanding overall, although there are significant
variations from one country to another. On the heels of this increase comes a certain degree of convergence between
levels of access for women and men (although there are also some differences among countries). But the gender
digital divide continues to show that the overwhelming majority of users are still men. And new gaps are opening
up in intensity of use, technological skills and differentiated reasons for use, and they put women at a technology
disadvantage even though the ways they use it (health and education, among others) have a greater impact in terms
of social well-being.

The employment sector has, however, been identified as one where women do have something of a digital
advantage (in the countries reviewed, computer and Internet use among wage workers is higher among women than
among men). This phenomenon is closely linked to the horizontal and occupational segregation of the labour market:
women are highly concentrated in the tertiary sector, which is currently the most ICT-intensive.

The gender digital divide and the second digital divide (which refers to skills, uses, intensity and advanced uses)
compound other gaps. Age, educational and socioeconomic level, social class, ethnicity and location are variables
that have an impact on levels of access to ICTs —so much so that they mark the dividing line between the “info-haves”
and the “info have-nots”. Here, too, gender operates as a cross-cutting dimension: for any of these variables it also
means a lower level of access to and use of technology by women.

Remaining on the sidelines of ICT use means forgoing the enormous benefits that these tools bring in terms of
information, communication, education, training, management, transactions, positioning and relationships, among
other dimensions of social and economic life. It means not being an active part of a connected society, where digital
inclusion operates as a key comparative advantage for integration and makes a significant contribution to well-being.

Demand for components, services and digital content indubitably makes the ICT sector an employment niche
(present and future) with enormous opportunities in a field that is not only at the core of the information and knowledge
society paradigm, but also cuts across all production sectors and activities.

But a look at this dimension reveals clear signs of gender inequality. One of them is women'’s smaller share in
ICT-related occupations. This factor has a lot to do with women being less inclined to go into the field of computer
science, mathematics or engineering, and it feeds the significant lack of women decision makers, creators and
professionals in the ICT sector. It is already leading some governments to make efforts to attract more women to the
sector, not so much on principles of gender equality (although this is also a reason in some cases) but rather because
of the imperative need for a larger workforce in these activities.

Introduction
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Another gender equality failure of the information and knowledge society is the lack of participation and presence
of women in digital content production. This leads to a high degree of sexism in Internet content, especially in the
video game industry, where a recurrent theme is women'’s representation as passive sexual objects and men’s as active
and violent. Such content, created by and for men, contributes nothing to removing barriers to gender equality in the
promising field of Internet and digital content.

But these gaps do highlight the countless opportunities for public policy, business and civil society action to
turn this new economic and social territory into a truly inclusive space and a powerful tool for the advancement of
women and gender equality in the world. Nor should the progress and achievements to date be ignored. The gradual
narrowing of the digital divide in most countries, the non-existent access gap among younger population groups
and women’s gradually improving access to ICT-related education and professions (although they are still in the
minority) demonstrate the potential for transforming sexist content. There is more and more space on the Internet for
defending and promoting equality, which is reason enough to believe that there is enormous potential for building
a more inclusive information and knowledge society.

In 2011, mobile telephony penetration in Latin America and the Caribbean exceeded the 100% threshold; fixed
broadband penetration reached 7.7%, and mobile broadband penetration was 10.6% (ITU, 2012). Latin America
and the Caribbean is the region that has seen the greatest growth in Internet use in the last few years, rising to 39%
of the population in 2011. In 2012, the region accounted for 9% of the global Internet audience.

But the magnitude of the challenges is such that these gains still fall short and a yawning gap is opening up in
terms of the region’s capacity to take ownership of and use ICTs to boost development, competitiveness and equality.

Progress has been uneven, with significant heterogeneity among the countries of the region in terms of the level
of preparedness for the information and knowledge society.
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Women in the information and knowledge
society: opportunities and challenges

With a view to understanding the changes taking place, studying their impact and identifying potential opportunities
for achieving gender equality, this chapter looks at how women are faring in the labour market and at the gender
digital divide, discusses the reasons for promoting structural change for equality in the information and knowledge
society, and analyses women’s autonomy in the new technology paradigm.

A. The pattern of women’s employment

Female participation in the labour market, regarded as one of the most important and enduring social and economic
transformations of recent decades, has not lost ground during crises. But progress has slowed since the start of the
new millennium, and women’s employment status has remained as precarious as ever. It is women with higher levels
of education, fewer family responsibilities and more resources to pay for care services who have the highest rates of
economic participation. This stratification of the female workforce is exacerbated by the segmentation of the labour
market itself and compounded by an undersupply of care services (Rodriguez and Giosa, 2010).

Although women have a significant presence in the labour market, occupational segregation persists. It is a clear
demarcation between market sectors and the jobs held by men and by women. Occupational segregation occurs
in two dimensions: horizontally and vertically. Horizontal segregation means that women are more often found in
certain sectors and certain occupations; with vertical segregation, men and women are distributed unequally across
hierarchical levels, revealing the difficulties women face in getting ahead in their profession and gaining access to
more skilled and better-paid jobs.

Horizontal segregation is part of a systemic issue that is reproduced in three spheres: (a) the family, through
socialization, since combining a career and motherhood is still seen as the measure of a girl’s success; (b) school,
where the reproduction of stereotypes largely explains the overrepresentation of girls in fields of study that are
compatible with family life; and (c) job opportunities, since public life requires skills similar to those valued in
family life. It is no coincidence, then, that women outnumber men in education, health care, personal services and
commerce (ECLAC, 2010).

The effect of vertical segregation, meanwhile, is to ensure that women generally work in the lowest level positions
with the least authority, or in jobs that require fewer qualifications. This phenomenon is known as the “glass ceiling”,
a reference to the invisible power barriers that prevent women from ascending the career ladder.

The glass ceiling includes invisible barriers such as gender stereotypes and prejudices, hostile corporate cultures
that tacitly exclude women from informal communication networks, and scant opportunities to gain managerial
experience. Other factors include labour policies that view caring for dependent family members as women'’s work,
as a corollary of their other duties in the home. While the “glass ceiling” describes the experience at the upper end
of the hierarchical structure, the term “sticky floor” is used by some authors to describe the situation of women at the

n Chapter |




Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC)

lower end of the wage hierarchy, who find it hard to move away from low-paid jobs with limited mobility prospects.
The greatest difficulties are also associated with a lack of affordable care services and a lack of opportunities for
on-the-job training (Harlan and Bertheide, 1994; Albelda and Tilly, 1997, in ECLAC, 2010).

A precarious employment pattern may create opportunities for some women, but it is also responsible for
low employment standards, profiles of labour segregation, gender-based wage gaps, and limited or non-existent
socio-labour and union rights, a result of a lack of policies promoting decent work and limited joint responsibility
for productive and reproductive work.

In most of the countries in the region, women make up a significant percentage of lower-income groups. One of
every three women in Latin America still have no income of their own, and their presence in the digital economy is
characterized by the same discriminatory biases they face in other areas of their private and social lives (see figure I.1).

Figure 1.1
Latin America (18 countries): population without own income, by sex, 2010 2
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Source: Economic Commission for Latin America (ECLAC), on the basis of special tabulations of household surveys.
a National data, except for Argentina (31 urban areas). Data correspond to 2010, except for Brazil (2009), Chile (2009), Guatemala (2008), Nicaragua (2005) and the

Plurinational State of Bolivia (2007).

Box 1.1
Time for equality

The performance of the labour market is the most obvious forces, but depend on appropriate public policy decisions. Decisions
outward sign of the quality of economic and social development. in this area must take account of four important dimensions:
The labour market's ability to absorb the economically active (i) the democratically chosen values that govern the development
population, underpin a reasonable degree of social mobility, pattern, which are structured around legitimate and stable social
provide acceptable wages, working hours, employment stability, covenants that are duly acknowledged by the authorities; (i) the
labour rights, contracts and union organization, as well as offer dissemination, through industrial and technology policies, of a
protection for the unemployed and retired population, are all key production paradigm that can underpin steady and sustainable
pieces in the puzzle of social cohesion. productivity gains; (iii) the adoption of a macroeconomic regime

The labour market also needs to be able to do these things in consonance with decisions on public and private productive
in order to promote a type of economic growth that can impact investment and consumption, and (iv) a regulatory framework
more positively on the distribution of income and employment. that supports the development of an institutional structure that
These achievements, however, are not a natural result of market is consistent with the public policy choices made.

Source: Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC), Time for equ