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Abstract 

Despite the growing penetration of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in 
developing countries including India, the benefits of such improved access are only captured 
by a certain segment of society equipped with digital literacy. The gender divide and urban-
rural divide are among the most striking. In rural India, only 3 out of every 10 internet users are 
women. This paper aims to shed light on the digital literacy training programs for rural women 
by examining an exemplary program under Digital India, Google’s Helping Women Get Online 
Initiative. The paper will address the criticality of digital literacy for the empowerment of rural 
women, examine the social and cultural barriers faced and understand the education and 
training scenario and the lack thereof. It shall also discuss the key features of Google’s initiative 
and identify insights that could serve the purpose for the policymakers to embrace rural women 
as an equally empowered actor as men through building a gender-inclusive digitally literate 
society. 
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Introduction 
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) are increasingly penetrating in 

every sphere of life. ICTs have become crucial in bridging the information gap by facilitating 
access to a pool of online resources and social networks. It offers ample opportunities for 
individuals to better employment and higher quality education by allowing for easier access to 
information and communication through social networks. Moreover, ICTs can open the door for 
social reform and empowerment of minorities by providing a democratic channel to impart 
information. For instance, the photo of a Muslim woman on social media of holding her scarf 
catalyzed a movement of more than 230,000 followers supporting her opposition to the 
compulsory hijab. 

Nevertheless, the availability of ICTs should not be taken for granted, as the capacity 
to make use of such technology, coined as digital literacy is indispensable for the effective use 
of ICTs. Digital literacy is the ability, skills and behavior used to operate digital devices such as 
smart phones, tablets, laptops and desktop PCs1. The attainment of digital literacy is heavily 
affected by one’s socio-cultural background such as the home environment, academic setting, 
and cultural capital thus, the discrepancy between access and use of ICTs prevails.  

Despite the gaps in the coverage of connectivity grid, the technology lacks inclusivity 
as digital literacy is hindered by various factors such as low income, lack of education and 
notably, gender. In India, the region of focus in this paper, a study by Pew Research Center 
states that only 22 percent of adults have access to the Internet, considerably low compared 
to 65% in China and 60% in Brazil. Among them, merely 17% are women. The situation is even 
worse for rural women. While approximately 69% of the 1.3 billion population inhabit rural 
regions and around 72% of the rural workforce work in agriculture2, a digital divide is present 
between rural and urban areas. 15.56% of the rural population has access to the Internet as 
opposed to 72.51% of the urban population; the ratio of male to female Internet users is 75:25 
in rural areas while 60:40 in urban areas3. IMRB's I Cube Report 2017 states that in rural India, 
only 3 out of 10 Internet users are women. This finding attracts special attention to digital 
literacy from a gendered perspective intersected with regional considerations.  

In order to equip rural women with digital literacy, education is crucial. Education 
enables the understanding of the complexities in accessing, managing, creating, and 
communicating information through digital devices. Though formal ICT education with a 
systematic curriculum may be ideal, lack of resources limit its possibility. Instead, non-formal 

 
1 C.K.Gomathy, A study on the effect of digital literacy and information management, International Journal of 
Scientific Research and Review (April 2019): 51. 
2 Ministry of Rural Development, Government of India, Digital India: A Pathway to Transform Rural Lives, National 
Institute of Rural Development and Panchayati Raj, No:268 (September 2017), p. 3. 

3 Anita Gurumurthy & Nandini Chami, Digital India through a gender lens, Heinrich Böll Foundation (January 
2018): 8 
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approaches such as digital literacy training programs or self-learning opportunities available 
online are still meaningful to embrace these socially excluded people to gain access to useful 
information. This ranges from household and agriculture to women-empowering government 
schemes. 

Hence, it is meaningful to study the case of India because not only is it the second-
fastest growing mobile market and a leading developing country which mirrors the challenges 
confronted by other developing countries, but is also making visible and concrete efforts in 
partnership with NGOs and the private sector to overcome the problems, namely through the 
‘Digital India’ program. Digital India is a campaign initiated by the Indian government that seeks 
to transform India into “a digitally empowered society and knowledge economy” by boosting 
Internet connectivity and ameliorating online infrastructure4, with a special focus on connecting 
rural regions with high-speed Internet network. The program aims to catalyze existing e-
governance initiatives and promote inclusive growth by expanding job opportunities through 
electronic manufacturing and IT-enabled services.  

While Digital India dedicates special focus on boosting digital literacy, in practice, 
gender-responsiveness lacks an equal amount of attention. Thus, it is essential to monitor 
whether the benefits of Digital India are equally distributed rather than being captured by 
certain privileged sectors, further escalating the digital divide. In this sense, Google’s Helping 
Women Get Online (HWGO) initiative, a corporate project to provide digital literacy training for 
rural Indian women serves as an exemplary case for the government. This paper will address 
the specific needs and benefits of digital literacy for rural women in India, examine the barriers 
faced, and provide recommendations based on Google’s program to enhance government-led 
digital literacy training for rural women in India.  

Digital Literacy and Rural Women  
The Need for Digital Literacy for Rural Women 
While discussing digital literacy with the lens of gender equality, two points need to 

be considered. Firstly, “Women” as an entirety are not homogeneous. Their needs and interests 
vary according to intersectional identities such as race, age, religion or region. Thus, the training 
content needs to be designed to suit different categories of women. Secondly, the urban-rural 
divide deserves special regard in this discussion. For the rural population, ICT is a useful tool to 
obtain information on agricultural practices to be employed, seasons and monsoons, natural 
resources, market prices of commodities and government schemes. However, due to their 
geographical isolation and lack of population density, rural regions are not covered with an 
extensive Internet network at an affordable rate. Especially for low-income rural areas where 

 
4 Government of India Cabinet, Digital India – A programme to transform India into digital empowered society and 
knowledge economy, Press Information Bureau, (August 2014) 
https://pib.gov.in/newsite/PrintRelease.aspx?relid=108926 
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electricity is not consistently provided, Internet access is rare. Thus, Internet access is usually 
enabled through mobile phones, which dominantly end up in the hands of men.  

Women face more hurdles when gaining access to ICTs within the rural context. Even 
though women form the backbone of rural communities and produce about 60 to 80 percent 
of all food in India5, traditional gender-related stereotypes and pressures tend to be more 
pronounced than in urban regions. Studies show that rural women majorly use mobile phones 
to make phone calls, message family and friends, take photos, or download music6. Only 17% 
of female Internet users in India reported searching critical information online such as public 
services, health, job opportunities or development programs7. A large proportion of women do 
not have the ability to make use of their online opportunity to expand their offline social 
networks and to use it for meaningful purposes.  

According to Moser's Gender Analysis Framework, rural women’s needs can be 
classified into Practical Gender Needs and Strategic Gender Needs 8. The former refers to 
knowledge on food and fiber, housing, healthcare, hygiene and sanitation, while the latter refers 
to more advanced, women-empowering dimensions such as education, training and skills 
development, income generation, community participation and decision-making. While it is 
important to address the on-ground needs of rural women to lower the entry barriers for ICTs, 
women empowerment should go beyond seeking online advice for farming rather than 
reinforcing traditional gender roles. Digital literacy training should not limit women’s roles into 
household matters but aid in setting higher aims such as more active social, political and 
economic roles. It should create an avenue to help women obtain information, to build 
professional networks and to create an income-generating business. It should empower 
women with the knowledge to make informed decisions elevating their status in family and 
society. Sadly, women face considerable barriers in reaching this point.  

Barriers to Digital Literacy for Rural Women  
Keeping aside the overall insufficiency of connectivity and technical infrastructure in 

the rural region due to lack of broadband penetration, we must take into consideration other 
factors that restrain women in particular from gaining access to ICTs. 

Social and Cultural Barriers  
Firstly, rural women lack ownership and economic independence. Since most of them 

 
5 Mrinal Pande, “Empower Women Farmers”, Pragati (July 2017), 
https://www.thinkpragati.com/think/brainstorm/1806/empower-women-farmers/  

6 Savita Aggarwal, Opportunities and Challenges in Digital Literacy: Assessing the Impact of Digital Literacy 
Training for Empowering Urban Poor Women, University of Delhi (January 2019): 104.  

7 Anita Gurumurthy and Nandini Chami, 9. 

8 Savita Aggarwal, 104.  

https://www.thinkpragati.com/think/brainstorm/1806/empower-women-farmers/
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share or more precisely, borrow phones from men in their household who usually dominate 
access to digital devices, women barely have the chance to experience trial opportunities910. 
Having to seek permission itself limits freedom of usage. Statistics demonstrate that while over 
a billion Facebook users access the site via mobile, 81% of Indian women have never accessed 
the site on their own phone.11 

Such problems are embedded in the social and cultural barriers that limit women’s 
place to the household. Empirical studies show that rural women are usually not allowed to 
directly go to the local mobile shop as it is situated outside the village and operated by men12. 
This leads to heavy reliance on male relatives for any technical problems or phone recharge. 
Some are restricted by their own children who are afraid their mother would become ‘addicted’ 
to the Internet and thus abandon housework. Social media such as Facebook and WhatsApp 
are suspected to endanger women through contact with strange men and through the leakage 
of personal information and photos, along with the fear of exposure to pornography online also 
acting as barriers.  

 Lack of Access to Education and Training 
Not only do rural women lack connectivity but even when provided with access to 

digital devices, they lack the chance to receive formal education or training to make use of such 
devices. In rural Indian neighborhoods, there are few training programs within proximity, nor 
are women available for such training as they are busy with their work and cannot spare the 
time to attend training courses. While rural India run short of large digital stores where model 
devices are usually displayed for trial, small digital stores do not even allow clients to try the 
phone before purchase.  

In addition to insufficient availability, cost also acts as a major burden. As Wifi 
connection is marginal in rural areas, women are hesitant to take the risk of losing money by 
consuming all their data exploring the Internet. In other words, women are discouraged by high 
data costs entailed with trial opportunities. Also, women feel burdened by having to pay a fee 
to consult local retailers who lack the incentive to educate their clients on how to use the 
Internet after simple assistance on the set-up. For example, a rural woman reported that her 
local operator agent installed Facebook on her phone but didn’t tell her the password nor the 
very concept of login, so she could not sign up for any new services nor extend her trial 

 
9 GSMA, Accelerating Digital Literacy: Empowering women to use the mobile internet, (2015): 31.  

10 Trial opportunities refer to experimenting with different applications and Internet services in order to acquire 
overall confidence and comfort with the technology. Primary instructions on setting up digital devices are not 
enough; women need to experience trial and error by exploring the digital devices themselves for a certain period 
of time.  
11  "Facebook has a massive gender divide in India", Quartz India, September 7, 2016, 
https://qz.com/india/775470/facebook-fb-has-a-massive-gender-divide-in-india/ 
12 GSMA, 67. 

https://qz.com/india/775470/facebook-fb-has-a-massive-gender-divide-in-india/
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opportunities to other types of applications13.  
Thus, without formal education or community resources (such as mobile service 

agents), women usually depend on their social circles, such as friends and family, as their 
principal learning channel for initial set-up, discovering new services and problem-solving. 
However, such learning methods have major drawbacks. First, friends and family often lack 
sufficient knowledge themselves and are therefore not able to transfer knowledge beyond a 
few familiar services. Also, family members tend to discourage women from gaining digital 
literacy due to negative social perceptions mentioned above. This calls for mobilizing 
community resource persons to improve the availability and reduce the cost of training, as well 
as offering women more passages to explore the Internet by themselves. 

Lack of Awareness 
Even when provided with connectivity and education opportunities, rural women often 

lack the motivation to learn to use the Internet is because they are unaware of its utility, and 
thus are unconvinced that the Internet could help them. Internet education teaches them certain 
tasks which fail to translate to concrete assistance in facilitating daily life. For example, though 
on the surface women learned how to use search engines, they were not taught how to apply 
the skill to look up recipes or government services. Thus, it is crucial to clearly communicate the 
true potential of the Internet and directly link the training to be used in real-life cases in order 
to lower women’s entry barriers.  

Such lack of awareness is evident in the pattern of Internet used among rural women. 
While urban users generally utilize search engines, social media channels, e-commerce 
websites, and browsers, rural women occasionally use Google search and in fewer cases 
WhatsApp14. Even Google search is usually limited to finding music or videos without regard 
to more productive spheres such as education, health care, women’s rights or employment 
opportunities15.  

Also, even for women who are familiar with certain applications such as Facebook or 
WhatsApp, they confront difficulties in applying such skills to unfamiliar applications. They 
struggle to meet their needs via the few applications they are comfortable with and feel uneasy 
exploring new ones, thus lacking an understanding of the depth and breadth of online usage. 
For example, those who look for jobs through Google search are shown to be unaware of 
websites and platforms specially dedicated to job search such as Linkedin16. 
 

 
13 GSMA, 35.  

14 GSMA, 19. 

15 GSMA, 19.  

16 GSMA, 26.  
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Case study: Google’s Helping Women Get Online (HWGO) initiative 
 Major Pillars of the Initiative 

a.  Providing Access to Education and Training  
Google identified that women could rely on cybercafé operators for being digitally 

literate. However, most isolated rural areas lack computer training centers and cyber cafés in 
their proximity and additionally, women lack mobility due to household work. To overcome this, 
Google launched an innovative program under HWGO called the ‘Internet Saathi’ program in 
July 2015 in collaboration with Tata Trusts. By training women in local communities with digital 
literacy, ‘saathis’, Hindi word for “friend”, will then pass on their knowledge to more women in 
their community and neighboring villages. In other words, the “saathis” become ambassadors 
of digital literacy and can increase the penetration of digital training to villages formerly 
alienated from such services.  

Inspired by India’s traditional distribution system of industrial supplies, carts were 
implemented to carry tablets or smartphones in order to improve the mobility of operators and 
provide increased access to training. Carts were then replaced by bicycles which allows for one 
person to navigate through the narrow alleys in rural areas and requires easier maintenance. 
These ‘saathis’ meet fellow women in person to search for answers together on the Android 
smartphone and tablets such as when to immunize children or how to earn a loan for education.  

The Internet Saathi program grew with the support of corporations such as Intel, 
Unilever, and Samsung and reached 2.6 lakh villages across 18 states such as Andhra Pradesh, 
Haryana, and Bihar17. It has trained 70,000 Saathis, who have in turn taught 26 million women 
in the country18. As a result, Saathis have contributed to alleviating the digital gender divide in 
rural India, where the female to male ratio rose from 1 to 10 in 2015 to 4 to 10 in 201819. The 
economic benefits of the program are visible. Those trained by Saathis have higher levels of 
monthly income (+3%) compared to those from villages without the program20. Also, as Saathis 
not only transfer technical skills but also raise awareness on how to utilize such skills for 
example for girl child education or menstrual hygiene, some women felt encouraged to launch 
their own small businesses like stitching, honeybee farming and beauty salons21. Businesses 

 
17 “Google India-Tata Trusts to expand Internet Saathi programme to Punjab, Odisha", Press Trust of India, First 
published July 16, 2019, https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-
expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html 
18 Nandita Mathur, "Google, Tata Trusts’ Internet Saathi programme now live in 2.6 lakh villages", July 16, 2019, 
https://www.livemint.com/technology/tech-news/google-tata-trusts-internet-saathi-programme-now-live-in-2-6-
lakh-villages-1563278766668.html 
19 “Internet Saathi' programme to be expanded to Punjab, Odisha.” PTI New Delhi, Last modified July 22, 2019. 
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/internet-saathi-programme-to-be-expanded-to-punjab-
odisha/article28472639.ece# 
20 "How Internet Saathi is making a difference to Indian women", WARC, August 27, 2019, 
https://www.warc.com/newsandopinion/news/how_internet_saathi_is_making_a_difference_to_indian_women/42
530 
21 “Google India-Tata Trusts to expand Internet Saathi programme to Punjab, Odisha", Press Trust of India, First 

https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html
https://www.livemint.com/technology/tech-news/google-tata-trusts-internet-saathi-programme-now-live-in-2-6-lakh-villages-1563278766668.html
https://www.livemint.com/technology/tech-news/google-tata-trusts-internet-saathi-programme-now-live-in-2-6-lakh-villages-1563278766668.html
https://www.warc.com/newsandopinion/news/how_internet_saathi_is_making_a_difference_to_indian_women/42530
https://www.warc.com/newsandopinion/news/how_internet_saathi_is_making_a_difference_to_indian_women/42530
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set up by Saathis earn 60% of their total household monthly earnings while businesses set up 
by trainees bring 52% of income 22 . In addition, Saathis feel more confident to express 
themselves in public settings as they become a source of knowledge in their communities. 

In addition to the Internet Saathi program, Google improved the access to digital literacy 
training by vitalizing online materials. Google runs a toll-free helpline supporting 5 languages, 
- English, Bengali(বাাংলা), Hindi(ह िंदी), Marathi (मराठी भाषा), and Telugu(తెలుగు) - so that women 
can call Google Assistant and ask for help about any technical issues on the Internet without 
data or Internet connection. The website (www.hwgo.com) also features numerous videos that 
teach step-by-step how to develop different Internet skills, including “Finding Information 
Online”, “Finding directions by using online maps”, and “Creating passwords on the Internet”. 
The modules are provided on different levels (basic, middle and advanced) and are available in 
four languages (Hindi, Marathi, Tamil, and English) with voice assistance. These materials can 
be taught by community trainers or through self-training.   

b.  Fostering Awareness of Digital Literacy  
    Multiple efforts have been made to raise awareness of the utility of digital literacy by 
rendering online content directly relevant to women’s lives. One of the efforts include recording 
real-life stories of various cases where women actually benefitted from using the Internet. For 
example, a woman who used to take long bus trips to a neighboring town to obtain information 
on government policies and to fill up paperwork could talk about how she saved up to 150~200 
rupees of travel costs and physical energy by completing such tasks simply with mobile 
phone23. This appeals to other women as it offers the possibility of accessing useful information 
from their own household at a lower cost. 

Such links to local priorities were made possible by Google’s partnerships with local 
organizations and NGOs in local communities that provide information about the on-ground 
lives of rural women and help tailor content to directly meet the needs of the people24. This 
enabled the HWGO initiative to gain support and motivated local women by raising awareness 
of the benefits of digital literacy.  

Recommendations 
We can derive many learnings from Google's HWGO initiative to boost digital literacy 

for rural women. This is applicable not only in India but also in similar developing countries 

 

published July 16, 2019, https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-
expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html 
22 “Google India-Tata Trusts to expand Internet Saathi programme to Punjab, Odisha", Press Trust of India, First 
published July 16, 2019, https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-
expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html 
23 GSMA, 47.  

24 GSMA, 47.   

https://hwgo.com/intl/en/index.html
https://hwgo.com/intl/hi/index.html
http://www.hwgo.com/
https://hwgo.com/pc/tips/article/maps.html
https://hwgo.com/pc/tips/article/strong-passwords.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/pti-stories/google-india-tata-trusts-to-expand-internet-saathi-program-to-punjab-odisha-119071600531_1.html
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confronted with comparable issues.  
Firstly, it is important to create awareness amongst rural women about the potential 

of digital literacy so that they are willing to take part in the training programs. This can be made 
possible by tailoring content locally relevant to women's specific domains of interest such as 
livelihood, agriculture, education, and health care. Partnership with local associations can ease 
the penetration process. However, it is to be accounted that after imparting basic knowledge 
to rural women, they are also entitled to the right to be educated on advanced digital literacy 
courses. These may include identifying and preventing sexual harassment and abuse by 
increasing their awareness of cyber violence threats and encouraging actions to counteract 
such violence. Stakeholders should step up efforts to help women engage in meaningful 
careers not only through efficient job search but also by expanding their social networks 
through various platforms and thus aiding in making them more economically, financially and 
socially included in society.   

Secondly, it is helpful to promote incentives for community resource persons and 
operators to teach women to use the Internet. Training women to become trainers themselves 
is beneficial as women will feel more comfortable than approaching mainstream retail channels 
usually dominated by men. This shall further generate employment for women.. In addition, 
stakeholders can provide women with more avenues to explore the Internet on their own 
through easily accessible step-by-step demo videos or Internet tutorials provided in language 
tailored to the trainees, thus reducing the cost of independent learning. Engaging with local 
self-help groups shall aid women in combating the family’s resistance and encourage further 
participation. Campaigns should aim at making the community believe that women’s digital 
literacy doesn’t necessarily imply their absence in housework or encountering with strange 
men, but a means to improve household performances or even contribute to income-earning 
through professional engagement.  

Lastly, digital literacy training should truly empower rural women to take on an active 
social, economic or even political role, referring back to Moser’s Gender Analysis Framework, 
Strategic Gender Needs should also be addressed. For example, teaching modules should also 
cater to expanding women’s skillset for better job opportunities. For example, Raja Beti, a 22-
year-old housewife in Dholpur opened a chowmein stand and yields profit through new noodle 
recipes she found on YouTube25. Empowerment could come with a bigger political voice. For 
women participating in local-level governance, access to online information on government 
schemes and agricultural technology would empower them to make more effective decisions 
on the political stage, elevating their credibility in leadership.  

Conclusion  
While the State devotes sincere efforts to ensure that the digital infrastructure reaches 

 
25 Esha Chhabra, “Case Study: Saathi, Stanford Social Innovation Review”, https://ssir.org/articles/entry/saathi 
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people, society can be fully empowered to its potential only when gender inclusivity is 
considered. To build a gender-inclusive community, we need to educate women irrespective of 
their backgrounds and this shall pave rise to a digitally literate society. Big opportunities lie in 
rural areas wherein digital platforms can offer big gains hence bridging the urban-rural divide 
is essential.  

Through this paper, we aim to initiate a dialogue and advocate for improving and 
enabling digital literacy education for rural women in developing countries. Through an 
overview of Google’s Helping Women Get Online initiative in India, this paper explored various 
ways to address the specific needs of rural women and the barriers they face so that ICTs can 
become effective and integral tools of women empowerment. It is crucial to reach out to women 
confined in their rural households through Internet carts, saathis and demo videos and motivate 
them to adopt digital literacy by providing tailored content. However, once basic education is 
provided digital literacy should go further so that women no longer remain as passive 
consumers of ICTs but active producers and participants who can utilize and transfer their skills 
to advanced education, entrepreneurship, political decision-making and leadership.  

For such advancement, various entities including the government, businesses and 
NGOs must collaborate their efforts to each provide a coherent roadmap, technology, funds, 
and localized content. More fundamentally, social and cultural barriers that discourage women 
from stepping outside and traditional gender stereotypes must be removed. Only then can 
digital literacy training encourage women to enhance their confidence and ameliorate the 
quality of their personal life, boost their income and ultimately steer their own empowerment. 
We hope that digital technology is transferred from a socially exclusive barrier to a socially 
inclusive opportunity to the most marginalized sectors of society. 
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