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Abstract:- Past research has shown the importance of 

women accessing and using digital technology in our 

present-day society. It is believed that women who access 

and use technology increase the work quality and 

productivity, the modulations for gender perceptions, and 

the condition of education. However, in South Africa, the 

barriers faced by women in using and accessing 

technology is contributing to a digital gender divide. 

COVID-19 pandemic is further exacerbating this 

situation. In a context where the nation’s digital skills are 

limited and the digital gap is vast, there is a huge need to 

train people on digital basics and to create awareness 

about the digital gender gap. The aim of this research is to 

show the importance of the SHARP Digital non-profit 

program in influencing the South African society’s 

mindset towards the women’s use and access of 

technology. For this, a sample consisting of 50 

participants from both genders based in South Africa is 

considered. Participants enrolled in one of SHARP 

Digital’s courses. Participants took a postsurvey aiming to 

show the impact of the training on their attitudes towards 

women accessing and using internet and digital tools. 

Later, 9 of the participants who took the postsurvey 

participated in a focus group discussion aiming to 

understand in depth the stand of males and females in 

South Africa towards the digital gender gap.  Descriptive 

statistics is used to analyze the data collected from the 

postsurvey, and the manual thematic coding analysis is 

used to analyze the data emerging from the focus group 

discussion. The findings lead us to advocate the inclusion 

of additional digital training, inclusive for both genders 

and not exclusively for women, and involving the 

government, the private sector and the NGOs in order to 

change South African society's mindset towards women 

and girls' using and accessing digital tools.  

 

Keywords:- Digital Gender Divide; Training; Digital 

Education; Digital Literacy. 

 

I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Back in 2015, the United Nations adopted 17 Global 

Goals, which are commonly known as the Sustainable 

Development Goals (SDGs). These goals constitute a “a 

universal call to action to end poverty, protect the planet, and 

ensure that by 2030 all people enjoy peace and prosperity” 

[1]. The goal number 5 focused on gender equality; its 

ambitious aim is to end all discrimination against women and 

girls, and empower them everywhere by 2030. However, 

despite the fact that the 193 member countries of the United 

Nations committed to prioritize progress to achieve goal 

number 5 among the other goals, there are still inequalities in 

many regions of the globe. Although women were close to 
filling the gender gap in some critical sectors such as the 

health sector, the Global Gender Gap Report released by the 

World Economic Forum in March 2021 indicated that the 

progress towards gender parity has stagnated in 2021 in many 

countries. For instance, in 2021, South Africa had an overall 

gender gap index score of 0.78, ranking 18 out of 156 

countries globally [2]. 

 

COVID-19 pandemic contributed to this inequitable 

situation: more women lost their jobs and were left with no 

income and little options for changing their lives [3]. 

 
The impact of COVID-19 pandemic is shown in the 

reduction of job opportunities and in the job losses; Although 

women occupied about 47% of employment in February 

2020, they accounted for approximately 67% of the job losses 

between February and April 2020, and the number remained 

unchanged by June 2020 [4]. Additionally, women are less 

likely to find a full-time paid job than men [5]: in 2021, 51% 

of black South African women were officially unemployed 

and had to create work for themselves in the informal sector. 

This caused a widening in the gender parity gap in terms of 

Political Empowerment, employment and labor force [6]. In 
fact, the labor markets continue to display enduring 

tendencies towards the segregation of professions between 

the two genders. The gendered signals from the labor market 

show that gender segregation is flagrant when it comes to 

occupations in STEM and technology fields which is causing 

these professions to be considered as distinctively male [7]. 

 

On another level, it is argued that digital skills are 

praised as a lifeline and critical force and an important 

component to life resilience especially in times similar to the 

ones during the global pandemic [8]. As a matter of fact, the 

digital skills allow people to use ICT (Information and 
Communication Technologies) which render many 

advantages such as the work quality and productivity, the 

modulations for gender perceptions, the condition of 

education, and cost reduction in the labor sector. 

 

Nevertheless, benefits of digital transformation are not 

equally shared, and access, use and ownership of digital tools 

is neither equitable nor inclusive [9]. Digitalization is not 
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happening equally all over the world, because a huge 

disparity exists and this is known as the digital divide. 
 

The term digital divide has generally been referred to as 

the gap between individuals at different socio-economic 

levels with regard to both their opportunities to access 

information and communication technologies (ICTs) and to 

their use of the Internet for a wide variety of activities [10].  

 

Note that the term "digital divide" first was equated 

with underdevelopment and was assumed to be a temporary 

phenomenon that will wither away since the use of 

technology worldwide is becoming more leveraging. Rather, 

the disparities in technology access remain in place in spite of 
the considerable widespread marketing of technological 

gadgets with Internet connectivity [11]. 

 

Tackling the digital divide is an issue of great 

importance. Why? Simply because electronic literacy is an 

important aspect in contemporary society [12], technology 

can grant people a wide range of opportunities, and ICT is 

integrated throughout all aspects of our lives and it is linked 

with our desire for a prosperous and competitive economy. 

Additionally, ICT is critical in propelling development in 

various countries among other enormous impacts. 
 

As we mentioned, the digital divide depends on many 

variables such as type, age, gender, racial and linguistic 

backgrounds and location.  

 

The digital divide linked to the gender is referred to as 

“The gender digital divide”. It reflects “the inequalities 

between men and women in terms of digital technology 

access and use” [13]. 

 

The digital gender divide is still being identified as a 

barrier in the face of reaching gender equality for women: 
The gender digital divide prevails in the world’s least 

developed countries at 32.9% [14]. 

 

It is no doubt that the SDG number 5 is calling on the 

international community to “enhance the use of enabling 

technology, in particular information and communication 

technologies (ICTs), to promote women’s empowerment” [1], 

since women risk being left behind of being left behind and 

miss out on the engagement and participation in digital 

economies, which by result may lead to an exacerbation in 

the gender inequalities rather than help to reduce them. 
 

Added to the above, in their report [15], confirmed that 

a promotion for ongoing education and training programs is 

essential in order to ensure opportunities for women and girls 

to access and get knowledge about technology tools. It is to 

mention that a slew of women-led, non-government-and-

private-sector projects and initiatives are attempting to bridge 

the digital gender gap in South Africa [16]. 

 

SHARP Digital is one of these women-led initiatives. It 

is a training program that provides free mobile-
based interactive courses on digital basics to South Africans 

who have never been connected to the Internet or are 

struggling to use it.  
 

The main aim of SHARP Digital courses is to 

help young people and adults get the actionable digital skills 

needed to look for work, to learn and to make their lives 

easier.  

 

So, SHARP Digital courses tackle the main components 

of the Digital Gender Gap, since these courses train people on 

how to access and use the digital technology and the internet, 

they help in developing the skills needed to use digital 

technologies, and by result, they enable women to secure 

roles in the digital sector.  
 

Problem Identification:  

In a world where the use of internet and mobiles is 

increasing on a daily basis, and where the cost of digital 

inclusion is increasing, many girls and women are still often 

lacking or having less access to technology and the internet 

compared to boys and men.  

 

The internet gap is the largest in Africa: the proportion 

of women using the Internet is 25% lower than the proportion 

of men using the Internet [17]. Furthermore, in the 
technology sector, men predominate women, and only 21% of 

women occupy middle management positions [18]. 

 

Particularly in South Africa, the barriers faced by many 

black African and colored women (known as previously 

disadvantaged groups) in using and accessing technology is 

contributing to a big digital gender divide.  This is caused by 

many factors, particularly the role of women in South African 

society and their contribution in the workplace where men’s 

presence is more encouraged. This is causing women to be 

discouraged from entering the technology field because they 

can’t have a rapport with a network of female connections 
and role models [18].  

 

Given the current landscape, the Global Gender Gap 

Report estimates it will be another 217 years before South 

Africa achieves gender parity [19]. On another level, it has 

been proved that equipping South African women with the 

needed technology skills, will contribute effectively to them 

gaining technology skills [20], and thus this may be helpful in 

terms of reducing the digital gender divide. The aim of our 

research is to show the importance of the SHARP Digital 

program in influencing the society’s mindset towards the 
women’s use and access of technology. 

 

Much can be learned from a mixed research that 

involves the study of the impact of training South African 

women on digital skills. Training South African women on 

tech skills will help in solving or reducing the impact of the 

pre-explained factors that are contributing their under-

representation in the IT sector, and may bridge the big digital 

gender divide in South Africa.  

 

Research Questions:  
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In light of the problems identified in the above section, 

this research will purport to answer the following research 
questions. 

 

Research Question One: To what extent can the training 

on digital skills (SHARP Digital Program) influence the 

South African society’s mindset towards the women’s use 

and access of technology? 

 

Research Question Two: What factors contributing to 

the digital gender divide in South Africa are mainly 

influenced after the enrollment in technology training courses 

(SHARP Digital Program)? 

 
 

II. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Despite the mass marketing of electronic devices with 

internet access, the term digital divide is still persistent.  

 

Previous studies have reported the importance of 

tackling the digital gender divide in South Africa, and the 

importance of training programs in addressing this issue. 

There is rich literature available in this regard which is 

discussed here under. 
 

Digital Divide and Digital Gender Divide in South Africa 

In a world witnessing an accelerated pace in the 

development of information and communication technology, 

one of the greatest barriers to achieving gender equality for 

women remains the digital gender divide. Societies are 

becoming more reliant on technology, yet, women in South 

Africa are at risk of missing out on the good promise of full 

involvement in digital economies, and the South African 
society is faced to experience a wider gap in gender 

inequality because of digital technology. 

 

First, it is crucial to distinguish between access to the 

Internet and digital literacy. Digital literacy is a term that 

extends beyond the simple access to the internet and to 

technology tools.  Digital literacy means “having the skills 

you need to live, learn, and work in a society where 

communication and access to information is increasing 

through digital technologies like internet platforms, social 

media, and mobile devices” [21]. 

 
Additionally, we should shed light on a question that is 

always prominent when discussing the digital gender divide: 

is the term “Digital Gender Divide” only restricted to the 

access of technology and technology tools? 

 

As a matter of fact, and according to [16] there are 

many challenges for women’s empowerment in 

South Africa in this digital age, and by result the term digital 

gender divide “extends beyond the simple division between 

the information ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’”. Added to this, 

IBERDROLA’s report released in 2021 stated that there are 
many types of digital divide which are the “Use Divide”, the 

“Access Divide”, and the “Quality of Use Gap”. The “Use 

Divide” refers to the lack of digital skills, which impedes the 

handling of technology; the “Access Divide” refers to the 

possibilities that people have to access this resource; and the 

“Quality of Use Gap” refers to the lack of ability to access 

quality information even if the digital skills are acquired [11]. 
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Fig. 1. Digital Gender Divide as part of the Digital Divide 

 

 

Based on the above, we can identify the “Digital Gender 

Divide” as part of the “Access Divide”, since the Digital 
Gender Divide, mainly refers to the possibilities that women 

have access to this resource.  

 

Additionally, the policy brief of GSMA W20 Japan 

entitled “The Digital Gender Gap” explained that the digital 

gender divide consists eventually of three components: (1) 

access and use of digital technologies and the internet; (2) 

development of the skills needed to use digital technologies 

and to participate in their design and production; and (3) 

advancement of women to visible leadership and decision 

making roles in the digital sector [15]. 

 
As can be seen, a comprehensive review of the three 

mentioned resources is provided in Figure 1 aiming to give 

a better understanding of the term Digital Gender Divide.  

 

So, the gender digital divide, is the “measurable gap 

between women and men in their access to, use of and ability 

to influence, contribute to and benefit from ICTs” [22]. 

Additionally, gender disparities are one of the more pervasive 

digital divides [8]. And as can be seen from figure 1, we can 

deduce that the challenge is not only to give access for 

women in South Africa to the technology tools, but to help 
them gain the essential skills that are considered substantial 

for an efficient and active use of ICTs. In other terms, the 

gender digital divide is not a simple problem of accessing 

digital tools, however, it is about the ability and the capacity 

to make significant and meaningful use of its access. And 

this is what we are trying to shed light on in this current 
study.  

 

Since its independence, South Africa has made 

significant progress regarding gender equality. However, the 

implemented efforts are still insufficient. And in a world that 

is shifting online, and where internet access is more important 

than ever, since it is the gateway to significant information, 

benefits and opportunities available to many people for the 

first time, tackling the issue of digital gender divide is an 

issue of great interest. As a matter of fact, the impact of the 

digital gender divide on gender equality and marginalised and 

at-risk groups is still huge. Although many declarations 
advocate for the equality of accessing, and using the internet 

by anyone without discrimination (e.g.: The African 

Declaration on Internet Rights and Freedoms [23] and the 

Feminist Principles of the Interne (FPIs) [24]), but women, 

girls, and marginalized communities are still more vulnerable 

to falling behind and having to battle for access to, enjoyment 

of, and realization of their human rights, both online and 

offline. 

 

The digital gender divide in South Africa opposes 

gender equality and perpetuates prejudice against 
marginalized and at-risk groups [8]. 

 

According to the World Bank, the percentage of females 

in the South African Population is reported at 50.74 % in 
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2021 [25]. And although the 2030 Agenda calls for the 

complete development and active engagement of women in 
today's world, and in digital technologies, and that the fifth 

Sustainable Development Goal's (SDG5) aims for improving 

and enabling women to use information and communication 

technologies (ICTs), to promote women’s empowerment, but 

half of the South African society is still unable to be fully 

involved in the ICT world because of many factors, among 

which we can mention low digital literacy and confidence, 

and the lack of relevant content, applications and services.  

 

In Accenture’s survey on digital fluency entitled 

“Getting to Equal”, South Africa ranked at a low 21 out of 

31 countries, and the outcomes of South African women in 
terms of employment and education also rated severely low 

[26]. On top of that, smartphone penetration has a larger 

percentage for the male population than for the female 

population: South Africa has 60% access for men and 52% 

for women [20]. 

 

Furthermore, colored women make up the majority of 

South Africa’s population, and regardless of this fact, these 

women represent only about 18% of the research and 

institutional workforce [27].  Talking of employability, it is 

important to mention that the new emerging jobs are 
technology enabled jobs which will demand higher digital 

skill levels when compared to the current jobs, and by 2030, 

1.7 million employees with higher degrees will be in 

demand due to digitization, and if South Africans and 

especially South African women won’t be able to meet this 

criteria and to gain the necessary digital skills, a serious 

shortfall across the economy will take place.  

 

Another important factor that is negatively affected by 

digital illiteracy is financial inclusion. In their policy 

research paper, entitled “Gender and financial inclusion 

Analysis of financial inclusion of women in the SADC 
region”, FinMark Trust found that the mobile money 

revolution can potentially reduce the gender gap in terms of 

usage and finance; even so, this mobile money revolution is 

still facing a serious impediment and instead of helping in 

increasing the digital inclusion, the mobile money 

revolution may further increase the gap between men and 

women in terms of financials since the financial and the 

digital literacy among women is still low as well is the 

mobile penetration [28]. Even if the full impact of COVID-

19 is not yet fully understood, but it has definitely 

contributed to further exacerbating this inequitable situation 
in South Africa [8] at all three levels: employability, 

education, and financial inclusion. So, as a summary, the 

consequences of the digital gender divide are severely 

threatening at many levels that are summarized in the 

upcoming paragraph.  

 

Consequences of the Digital Gender Divide 

Digital gender divide is a technological prejudice, 

which is a form of poverty and social marginalization 

negatively affecting the development of societies and 

economies. And, in a world that is moving online, the cost of 
the digital gender gap is continuing to increase [29]. 

 

In their report entitled “Digital divide throughout the 

world and why it causes inequality”, IBERDOLA [11] 
classifies the consequences of the digital gender divide as 

following:  

 

(1) Lack of communication and isolation:  

People who are deprived from accessing the internet are 

separated and disconnected from the rest of the world.  

 

(2) Barrier to studies and knowledge:  

People who can’t access the internet have a lack of 

knowledge. As a matter of fact, the impacts of the digital gap 

in education have been clearly proven during the COVID-19 

crisis: teachers and students are left out of the loop due to a 
lack of technology and digital abilities. It also contributes to a 

lack of knowledge by restricting access to information. 

 

(3) Accentuates social differences:  

Digital illiteracy has a huge negative impact on the 

worker’s economy, and the quality of life. In point of fact, 

digital illiteracy decreases the possibilities for finding a 

quality employment, and by result contributes to widen the 

gap of social differences. 

 

(4) Gender discrimination:  
There is no doubt that the digital divide has a greater 

negative impact on women than on males, which is in 

violation of gender equality norms. 

 

Taking Actions and Best Practices:  

Knowing the severe consequences of the digital gender 

divide, it is substantial to search for possible solutions that 

may be helpful in bridging this divide.    

 

In spite of the clear facts that have been mentioned 

previously, the Accenture’s study supports the assumption 

that digital skills may help and accelerate the growth and 
advancement of women in the workplace [26], and by result 

promote the outcomes of employment, education, and 

financial security for South African women. Additionally, 

another positive finding was highlighted in this same study: 

South African women are not “techno-phobia”; as a matter 

of fact, when compared to their male counterparts, these 

women were more enthusiastic and accepting for learning 

about digital skills.  

 

This highlights the power of e-learning as a tool for 

skill development. E-learning is progressively becoming 
accepted in skills-training programs in South Africa. 

Nonetheless, it remains under-utilized due to reasons such 

as organizational and individual conservatism to technology 

[16], and the absence of training programs accessible by all 

South African women. To reiterate, this is the rationale 

behind this study: shedding light on the importance of 

digital training programs such as SHARP Digital in helping 

South African women gain digital skills, and consequently 

contribute to better outcomes in terms of digital literacy, 

education, and employability.   

 
In conclusion, the consequences of the digital gender 

divide are inevitable and will continue to grow if no 
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concerted efforts and steps are taken. South African women 

will not be able to profit and to take advantage from 
technological advancement and the benefits of digitization. 

Knowing that the digital gender divide is not only restricted 

to the limitations in taking advantage of technological 

advancement, but it is severely affecting education, 

employability, and financial inclusion of South African 

women in a negative way, steps should be taken to help in 

bridging the digital gender gap. 

 

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

Purpose and Design of the Study:  

The purpose of this study is to explore the impact of 
training on digital skills (SHARP Digital Program) on the 

South African society’s mindset towards the women use and 

access of technology, and to determine what main factors 

contributing to the digital gender divide in South Africa are 

influenced after the enrollment in technology training courses 

(SHARP Digital Program).  

 

Since our aim is to study the impact of the digital 

training on shaping the South African society’s mindset, and 

to determine what main factors contributing to the digital 

gender divide in South Africa are influenced after the 
enrollment in technology training courses (SHARP Digital 

Program), then, we need a quantified and an in-depth study at 

the same time, so a quantitative research approach would not 

be able to measure this, since such approach seeks the 

quantification of a problem through the collection of 

measurable data such as numbers and stats, aiming to 

generalize the results of a study. Besides, a qualitative 

research approach helps us gain insight into the problem, and 

aims to get a better understanding, based on perceptions, 

opinions, and reasoning, through first-hand experience [30], 

but also, it would not be sufficient enough since we are 

aiming to collect data from two levels: quantified data and in-
depth discussion.  

 

Over and above that, we have a mixed research design. 

A mixed research design refers to a research methodology 

that advances the systematic integration of quantitative and 

qualitative data within a single study and intervention [31]. 

The importance of a mixed research design resides in the 

ability to use quantitative and qualitative data synergistically 

eliminating the need of doing separate research and, at the 

same time increasing the importance of the findings of a 

study, since as mentioned, it allows us to understand a 
phenomenon through statistical analysis and a holistic 

perspective. For these reasons, a mixed research design is 

adopted due to its correlation with the purpose of this 

research.  

 

Many types exist for a mixed research design. The most 

common types are the following: Sequential Explanatory 

Design, Sequential Exploratory Design, Sequential 

Transformative Design, Concurrent Triangulation Design 

[32]. The Sequential Explanatory Design is mainly a two-

phase project; the first phase is the quantitative data 
collection and analysis, and the second phase is the 

qualitative data collection and analysis. It gives a larger focus 

on quantitative data. The Sequential Exploratory Design is 

also a two-phase project; however, the main difference from 
the Sequential Explanatory Design is that the first phase is the 

qualitative data collection and analysis, and the second phase 

is the quantitative data collection and analysis. It gives a 

larger focus on qualitative data. The third type which is the 

Sequential Transformative Design is a four-phase project 

encompassing two data collection and analyses series, the 

first for the qualitative data and the second is for the 

quantitative data. The last type from the most common types 

of the mixed research design is the Concurrent Triangulation 

Design which is a one phase project, starting with the 

collection of qualitative and quantitative data at the same 

time, then comparing the results from qualitative and 
quantitative data, and finally completing the analysis of the 

results for qualitative and quantitative data separately. 

  

Based on the provided explanation, this research adopts 

a Sequential Explanatory Design. The selection of this design 

stems from the purpose of the study: our research is a two-

phase project, so the Sequential Transformative Design which 

is a four-based project, and the Concurrent Triangulation 

Design which is a one-phase project wouldn’t be effective at 

this level; additionally, we are starting the first phase with the 

quantitative data collection and analysis, and the second 
phase will be dedicated for the qualitative data collection and 

analysis, and that’s why we will be adopting a Sequential 

Explanatory Design. 

 

Research Population, Sample, and Sampling Method:  

In their book “Research Design Qualitative, 

Quantitative, and Mixed Methods Approaches”, Creswell & 

Creswell (2017) state that population and sampling methods 

are essentials for any research in order to answer precisely the 

intended research questions [33]. Additionally, the chosen 

population and the selection of participants must occur on a 

basis reflecting the main aim of the research [34]. The 
following section delineates the population, the sample, and 

the sampling method for the given study.  

 

The population chosen was constituted by South 

African citizens resident in South Africa aged between 12 and 

54 years, both male and female. This study utilised a sample 

population of South African males and females from different 

backgrounds. The sample consisted of 50 participants (12 

males and 38 females) which is convenient for mixed 

research studies, and the main characteristics that were taken 

into consideration regarding the research sample were the 
gender and the age range, since our aim is to gain a holistic 

and generalized view of the impact of the training on digital 

skills on the South African society.  

 

The characteristics of the sample of the study are 

included in the table below:  

 

Table 1. Characteristic of the Participants 

Variable Age Range Gender 

Categories 12-

17 

18-

35 

36-44 45-54 Male Female 

Percentage 2% 73% 12.5% 12.5% 24% 76% 
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In this study, the researchers employ convenience 

sampling to get participants from the South African society. 
Convenience sampling is a nonprobability sampling and it is 

used in this study because it was a convenience to solicit 

participants from the nearby area and from the connections of 

the SHARP Digital center, and ask them to participate in the 

study. Convenience sampling is a good fit for our research 

because the main aim of the study is to explore the impact of 

training on digital skills (SHARP Digital Program) on the 

South African society’s mindset towards the women’s use 

and access of technology.  

 

Instrumentation  

Two instruments were used for this study: a 
questionnaire with opened-ended and closed-ended questions; 

close ended questions followed a 5-point Likert scale to allow 

participants to rank their opinions. 5-point Likert scale is a 

type of psychometric response scale in which responders 

specify their level of agreement to a statement typically in 

five points: (1) Strongly disagree; (2) Disagree; (3) Neither 

agree nor disagree; (4) Agree; (5) Strongly agree [35]. The 

adoption of Likert scale in the questionnaire stems from its 

high reliability in measuring opinions and perceptions, and its 

ability in helping researchers avoid some of the common 

pitfalls of survey design, like creating overly broad questions 
that respondents may find too hard to think about, which may 

affect negatively the quality of the data because participants 

may get frustrated and may start answering quickly.  

However, Likert scale is not only used to express 

agreement; instead, it may be used to express value, 

relevance, frequency, importance, quality, and likelihood 

[36]. And since our questionnaire aims to assess the 

participants’ agreement on certain statements, the 

participants’ evaluation for certain questions, and the 

participants’ perceptions for other questions, then we adopted 

numbers from 1 to 5 to express the level. The labeling has 

been shared with the participants when they were filling in 
the questionnaire.   

 

In addition to the questionnaire, a focus group 

discussion was held aiming to have a substantial and 

fundamental understanding of the participants’ opinions 

regarding the digital gender gap in South Africa after their 

enrollment in the SHARP Digital training course.  The 

participants filled the questionnaire before the focus group 

discussion, and their consent was collected prior to the focus 

group discussion. The responses provided from the 

questionnaire drove the focus group discussion questions. The 
two sources of data ensure the reliability of data collection.  

 

Data Collection Procedure  

Participants were contacted randomly by the SHARP 

Digital Training center, 50 participants agreed on being part 

of this research study. Participants were enrolled in SHARP 

Digital Training Program, entitled “Women and Girls – The 

Power of Digital”, and focusing mainly on the explanation of 

how internet and digital skills can open doors for women and 

girls in terms of economic empowerment, knowledge and 

content, learning opportunities, and contribution to gender 
discrimination issues. The data collection was taken at first 

step directly from the participants’ responses to the 

questionnaire that was conducted after the completion of this 

course.  
 

Later, from the 50 participants, 9 agreed and gave their 

consent on being part of the focus group discussion which 

aims to gain more insight about the impact of this training 

course on the South African society’s mindset towards the 

women use and access of technology. Through the 

questionnaire and the conduction of the focus group 

discussion, researchers were able to infer the impact of the 

SHARP Digital course on South African society concerning 

the digital gender disparity.  

 

For quantitative data, this research employs descriptive 
analysis, using SPSS software version 23.0. The importance 

of this descriptive analysis is that it allows us to have a 

quantification for the data collected from the questionnaire, 

and gives us better perception about the research sample, and 

the perspectives of participants.  

 

For qualitative data collected from the focus group 

discussion, this research applied the ‘manual thematic coding 

analysis’ strategy for the responses gathered from the 

participants’ responses to the questionnaire and during the 

focus group discussion. Thematic analysis is described as the 
“interpretation of trends and patterns in data” [37]. 

Additionally, it is described as the documentation of the 

recurrence of word usage, and relationships to formulate a 

‘systematic coding and categorizing approach’ from the 

patterns. The process of identification starts with the theme’s 

delineation; themes are outlined based on repetitive data 

findings, then the themes are numbered and categorized.  

  

The importance of manual thematic coding analysis is 

that it helps the researcher to avert from importing already 

existing theories into the analysis; additionally, it is 

considered crucial toward developing key links and 
relationships to support the theory [38]. Thematic analysis is 

a highly recommended method since it permits thorough data 

analysis [39]. 

 

IV. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

 

In order to address the central research questions, this 

study relied on a questionnaire and on a focus group 

discussion with the participants from South Africa regarding 

their perceptions of how the training on digital skills may 

help in bridging the gender disparity and what main factors 
are contributing to the digital gender divide in South Africa 

are influenced after the enrollment in technology training 

courses (SHARP Digital Program). The analysis of the data 

obtained revealed several findings about the digital divide 

faced by women in South Africa.  

 

Quantitative Data  

After the enrollment in SHARP Digital course “Women 

and Girls – The Power of Digital”, participants filled a 

questionnaire with answers following a Likert scale, and the 

results are grouped in Table 2: 
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Table 2.  Results of the closed-ended questions included in 
the questionnaire 

Ranking Level 1 2 3 4 5 

Question Percentages 

How easy do you 

find it to use the 

Internet and 

digital 

technology? 

2.4% 2.4% 4.7% 11.8% 78.8% 

Do you agree on 

the given 

statement “I need 

the Internet to 

work, to learn and 

to live my life”? 

0% 0% 0% 7% 92% 

How important is 

the Internet and 
digital technology 

in your life? 

0% 0% 0% 2.4% 97.6% 

How important is 

it that women and 

girls understand 

how to use the 

Internet, 

smartphones, 

and/or computers? 

0% 0% 0% 2.4% 97.6% 

How easy was it 

for you to 

understand the 

content in the 

SHARP Digital 
course? 

0% 0% 4.7% 23.5% 71.8% 

 

As shown in table 2, results in the questionnaire show 

that, after enrolling in the SHARP Digital Training Program 

entitled "Women and Girls - The Power of Digital”, 

practically all the participants retain a highly positive attitude 

toward the use and importance of the internet in daily life, 

particularly in the lives of women and girls. Added to the 

above, around 72% of the participants perceive the content in 

the SHARP Digital course to be easy to understand, and when 

asked whether they are interested in enrolling in subsequent 

SHARP Digital courses to learn more about digital 
technology, and the answer was a resounding yes from all the 

participants.   

 

The shared results in Table 1 are very heartening in 

terms of challenging the cultural beliefs about the role of 

gender in the digital world. In fact, and according to the Grant 

Thornton Business Report, stereotypes such as women's 

traditional role as homemakers impede women's advancement 

into senior leadership positions [40]. Such results show the 

importance of the SHARP Digital training program in 

developing specific digital skill sets, and in breaking the 

stereotypes that have been escorting the role of women in the 
digital world.   

 

Another important finding is the percentage of 

participants who finds it very important that women and girls 

understand how to use the internet, smartphones, and/or 

computers: 97.6% of the participants stated that they find it 

very important that women and girls understand how to use 
the internet, smartphones, and/or computers, and these results 

are aligned with the outcomes of the SHARP Digital Training 

Program, entitled “Women and Girls – The Power of 

Digital”. As previously stated, this course focuses mainly on 

explaining how internet and digital skills can open doors for 

women and girls in terms of economic empowerment, 

knowledge and content, learning opportunities, and 

contribution to gender discrimination issues.  

 

In the GSMA Intelligence Consumer Survey, literacy 

and Skills were classified as the primary barrier to mobile and 

internet use [41], coming even before the affordability barrier. 
At this level, results of this study are very promising: 

knowing that the primary barrier to women and girls 

accessing the internet and the digital technologies, it is 

substantial to implement more training programs in order to 

empower women and girls digitally, and thus help in bridging 

the digital gender gap.  

 

On top of that, when asking the participants about why 

it is important that women and girls understand how to use 

the internet, smartphones, and/or computers, the answers 

revealed a deep understanding of the importance of the 
internet, and internet usage. Respondents claimed that the 

importance of women and girls understanding how to use the 

internet, smartphones, and/or computers goes back to the fact 

that the internet and technology are today essential for: 

 

Communication, collecting and searching for 

information, helping mothers when dealing with their 

children, supporting women empowerment and enhancing 

women’s self-confidence, reducing gender disparities, and 

finally promoting the possibilities for women in finding a 

decent job.  

 
The results of the questionnaire answer the first 

question of the research; as a matter of fact, the enrollment in 

the SHARP Digital course has impacted positively the 

society’s mindset towards the women’s use and access of 

technology: participants are now able to assess the 

significance of the role of internet in all the aspects of 

women’s and girls’ lives. By result, this may help in 

enhancing women’s position in this digital world, and 

decreasing the digital gender gap in South Africa.  

 

Qualitative Data  
The thematic analysis of the information obtained from 

the focus group discussion revealed several findings about the 

digital divide faced by women in South Africa. Based on this 

analysis, new findings are identified. 

 

Research Question One: To what extent can the training on 

digital skills (SHARP Digital Program) influence the South 

African society’s mindset towards the women’s use and 

access of technology? 

 

Impact of Accessing and Using Digital Tools:   
Including women digitally is a very promising act. 

Given South Africa’s unemployment rate and skills-
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shortage, empowering girls and women on digital skills 

may be very productive from both an economic as well as a 
rights perspective. To start, the digital gender gap is 

affecting the local businesses and the employment rate of 

females in South Africa, and when asking about the 

importance of women accessing and using digital tools, one 

response read:  

 

“It has improved businesses a lot. It has made it easy to start 

a business, it has a limited unemployment rate, I could say 

because you cannot just sit and say you don't have anything 

else to do. You can always create a business literally, with or 

without funds. But by being able to communicate worldwide, 

you can get funders interested in your ideas through the 
internet, you can yourself can start motivating other people to 

do the same. So, it has made it easy to communicate, and also 

to be able to stop anything anytime.” 

 

Knowing that a high rate of women’s unemployment is 

encountered in South Africa [8], and that the main factors 

leading to this situation are the economic situation of the 

country, frequent gender discrimination, and the patriarchal 

norms restricting women to care-work [42], the importance 

of women accessing and using technology seems to have a 

presumed impact at this level.  
 

Impacting positively the employment rate of women 

through digital inclusion means that the financial inclusion of 

females in South Africa will be also positively impacted. Not 

only will women be more financially stable, but also, they 

will gain the essential skills that allow them to be part of 

nowadays digital economies.  And it is to mention that 

women’s economic empowerment is a smart choice to be 

taken by governments because it can generate human 

development, inclusive growth and business development.  

 

On another level, the ability to access and use the 
internet and digital tools allow women and girls to have a 

voice, and to be able to express themselves and to share their 

stories. One of the participants mentioned the following:  

 

“Accessing the internet and digital tools is very important 

because you can express your desire to be digital. Maybe on 

the phone or on the computer, you can raise your voice. So, 

when you can include communication, you can communicate 

with other people on the other side.” 

 

This may result in a great impact on women and girls, 
and may lead to the creation of support systems where 

vulnerable women may resort to when needed, and thus  

 

In South Africa, women and girls are in need of 

accessing and using the internet and digital tools in order to 

ensure a digital presence, to get potential jobs, build a 

connection of network nationally and internationally, promote 

their businesses if existing, and be able to enter the labor 

market and secure a financial inclusion.   

 

Equipping women and girls in South Africa with the 
needed digital skills will assist in closing the gender gap in 

digital inclusion, thereby empowering women by preventing 

and decreasing gender inequities on the labor market and 

enhancing women's financial inclusion. This could result in a 
leapfrogging process towards development.  

 

Research Question Two: What factors contributing to the 

digital gender divide in South Africa are mainly influenced 

after the enrollment in technology training courses (SHARP 

Digital Program)? 

 

1) Stereotyping and Digital Inclusion:  

Women often perceive digital tools and the internet as 

not “relevant to their lives” [43]. Women in South Africa are 

generally deemed as being “less tech savvy, and more 

technophobic”.  These perceptions stemmed from the fact that 
digital tools are not built to meet women’s and girls’ needs 

[44]. These socio-cultural factors are the main hindrance for 

South African women towards them using and accessing the 

internet and digital tools. However, after the completion of 

the SHARP Digital training course, the participants (males 

and females) shared many insightful and altered perceptions 

about the digital inclusion: participants are now able to assess 

that the society’s perception is South Africa for the women 

accessing and using technology is lessening the women’s 

ability in being part of the digital world, and thus contributing 

to a wider gender parity. 
 

As discussed in the report of the UN secretary-general’s 

high-level panel on women’s economic empowerment, 

changing social norms should be at the top of the 2030 

Agenda to expand women’s opportunities [45]. So, the 

enrollment in training courses, such as SHARP Digital is 

helping break the stereotypes in South African society. It is 

proving that women and girls are able to use the internet and 

digital tools easily, and they have the ability to compete in the 

digital world. By result, this leads to a greater empowerment 

for women and girls to gain more digital skills and be part of 

the digital economy. 
  

2) Digital Literacy:  

The majority of the participants in the focus group 

discussion agreed that the internet and digital tools are easy to 

use. However, they emphasized on the fact that training and 

educating people on the use of these tools is an act of huge 

importance. Two responses read: 

 

“Women and girls just need to be taught about how to use the 

internet and digital tools. Because it is easy to use. Once 

you're familiar with it, and not when you don't know what to 
do and how to use it when at home, it becomes easy. It's a 

matter of being educated. The more you educate yourself, the 

easier it becomes.” 

 

“For example, I spent like five years of my high school and I 

never did get to go to the computer. So, when I first got to 

varsity, it was very hard, the only thing I knew was how to do 

Facebook, Instagram, social media aside, but in terms of 

research and going deep into how the internet works, that's 

really hard.” 

 
As a matter of fact, this result aligns with the literature 

review. A report released by GSMA in 2020 and entitled 
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“Connected Women: The Mobile Gender Gap Report 2020”, 

it has been proved that the best practices for the development 
community towards decreasing the digital gender disparity is 

the funding and/or the facilitation of digital literacy for 

women [46]. There is no doubt that in this digital world, and 

with 5G becoming a reality, the ownership of digital tools is 

not enough. Same finding emerged from the Africa Insight 

Organization: the suggested recommendations and inclusions 

for feminist ICT regulations assert that having digital literacy 

materials that are understandable and suitable for digital 

literacy training is a of high importance to lessen the gender 

digital divide [8]. In summary, digital literacy is one of the 

main barriers to the women and girls using and benefiting 

from technology and digital tools.   
 

3) Future Training: 

In terms of training, this motivator is seen as a crucial 

component for women's advancement towards using the 

internet and digital tools. This goes back for a variety of 

reasons that many have been mentioned earlier in the 

discussion. 

 

Participants in the focus group discussion shared many 

interesting insights regarding the training by SHARP Digital. 

They emphasized on the importance of the course they 
enrolled in and how it allowed them to broaden their 

competencies when it comes to using and understanding 

better the internet and the digital tools. However, they shed 

light on the fact that one training and one course are not 

enough to provide women and girls with all the skills needed 

to make part of the digital world. In this regard, participants 

mentioned the importance of having supplemental training on 

digital discussing mainly issues like cybersecurity and how to 

be safe online.  They started with the cybersecurity issues. 

One person read:  

 

“On the internet itself, people cannot have control on what is 
posted, or what is the information that goes around. So, the 

people need to be aware of the positive and the negative 

things going on the internet. Positive things like they can 

learn or post how to make a blog, they can even post how to 

create a garden from scratch. But they need to be aware that 

there is also cyberbullying these days. A lot of negative things 

can happen behind the scenes.”   

 

V. CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

In today’s world, connectivity is more vital than ever. 
Internet access gives many people unique opportunities to 

access vital information, services, and opportunities [46]. 

However, the gender digital divide in South Africa has not 

been clearly addressed [46]. 

 

According to recent studies, the main reason of the 

digital gender gap is no longer mainly caused by the lack of 

accessing digital tools: there is a proclivity for equating the 

number of male and female ICT users [47], yet it is caused by 

the gender differences in terms of digital skills [48].  

 
The society’s mindset and the social practices are the 

main contributors to the digital gender divide, and to the 

lessening of the empowerment of women and girls to access 

the digital world [49]. However, South Africa is confronted 
with a big problem set forth in the 2030 Agenda for 

Sustainable Development, which encourages the use of ICTs 

to boost women's empowerment.  

 

This research helps identify new precursors that 

combine with the current body of knowledge on the best 

practices helping in bridging the digital gender gap in South 

Africa, and help in attaining the Sustainable Development 

Goals.  

 

This study has examined in depth the importance of 

training South Africans on digital skills which has been in 
many cases overlooked to the fact that the most important 

factor towards bridging the digital gender gap is the 

affordability of digital tools.  

 

The findings of the study lead us to advocate the 

inclusion of additional training on digital skills in order to 

change South African society's mindset towards women and 

girls' using and accessing digital tools. 

 

Another great important finding emerging from this 

research, is that it shed the light on the fact that digital 
training must be inclusive for both genders; generally, 

intervention programs aiming to drive a change regarding the 

digital gender gap in the South African society focus only on 

training women and girls, failing to notice that males are also 

part of the society, and if we are striving an advancement in 

the society’s mindset towards women and girls using and 

accessing the internet and digital tools, then we need to 

include men in the picture.     

 

It is undeniable that providing women and girls with the 

necessary digital skills empowers them [50], and helps to 

close the digital gender gap in South Africa. With the 
adoption of applicable equality policies and well-tailored 

training programs for both genders, public authorities must 

guarantee that these changes and steps, will empower women 

and girls in South Africa, help them accessing the internet 

and digital tools, and will include males as proponents to this 

issue instead of having them as opposites. Additionally, the 

role of including Non-Governmental Organizations and the 

private sector when tackling the digital gender divide should 

always be highlighted because it is indeed helping in reducing 

gender disparities. By result, the empowerment of women and 

girls will be closer to becoming a reality in South Africa.   

VI. LIMITATIONS 

 

In spite of the significant findings of the study, there are 

some limitations to be addressed. First, the study didn’t take 

into consideration the background of the participants. The 

perception of the importance of training on digital skills may 

vary based on differences in backgrounds: depending on their 

background, participants may have different perspectives on 

the relevance of digital skills training.  

 

This study is limited in regard to its sample size, and 
thus the results may have limited generalizability. Future 

research can be made on bigger samples and using another 
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sampling technique; we recommend having a sample 

encompassing participants with different backgrounds, races, 
and ethnicities. Additionally, for qualitative data collected 

from the focus group discussion this study applied the 

‘manual thematic coding analysis’, other analytical 

techniques for qualitative data may be adopted. We would 

also recommend having a pre and post analysis for the 

participants’ attitudes towards the access and use of internet 

and digital technologies, and extending the analysis to 

quantitative data to inferential statistics, and not limiting it to 

descriptive statistics.  
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