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Overview 

This Issue Brief takes a fresh look at the factors surrounding what has appeared to be a 
closing of the gender divide among those using the Internet and other information and 
communication technologies (ICTs). Empirical evidence based primarily on the Oxford 
Internet Survey (OxIS) is used to identify key dimensions of ‘access’ whose 
measurement can help to reveal some detailed emerging differences in the ways 
choices are made in practice about whether or how to use the Internet.1

Do digital divides still matter? 

There has long been concern that a barrier to the emergence of an equitable 
information society will be created by the existence of digital divides – a difference in the 
take-up, or effective use of, ICTs between social groups or nations. This has led to a 
range of public policy measures, for example through infrastructure regulation and 
subsidised community provision in developed countries and by calls for funds to support 
diffusion in African and other countries with low Internet take up. 

Critics of such policy intervention have pointed out that every new technology has been 
adopted first by richer nations and wealthier citizens within them. Over time, most 
technologies diffuse widely and the differences in ownership and use erode (Thierer, 
2000; Compaine, 2001; Fink and Kenny, 2003). If this argument is correct in relation to 
the Internet, it would be a waste of public money to intervene in a problem that will solve 
itself. Furthermore, it would distort the free market between producers of goods and 
services. It is worth noting that this line of argument is dependent on the (usually 
unexplored) assumption that such lagged adoption will not significantly exacerbate the 
position of disadvantaged social groups. 

Such arguments, at first made rhetorically, are gaining strength as more data emerges. 
Some digital divides that caused concern only five years ago seem to be disappearing. 
The gender digital divide is the most prominent of these. Wherever data has been 
collected, early adopters of the Internet have been overwhelmingly male. However, data 
from the USA in 2002 shows no gender difference in Internet use (NTIA, 2002). China, 
a country where Internet take-up is relatively recent, shows how rapidly change can 
occur. Over a five year period from 1997, the proportion of Internet users who were 
female rose from 12 to 39 per cent (CNNIC, 2002). 

The alternative argument is that while the most obvious divide – the degree to which 
those using the Internet are demographically unrepresentative – may be closing, other 
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more subtle divides are emerging. These relate to the quality of access, the ability to 
use the Internet effectively and the way Internet use affects access to goods and 
services. These differences will be associated with patterns of advantage and 
disadvantage between social groups. Some see technology as a potential route out of 
exclusion, such as through access to jobs, and hence express concern that its absence 
will reinforce disadvantage. While most commentators are more circumspect about the 
degree to which any technology can, in itself, reduce poverty or other aspects of 
inequality, they nevertheless see its adoption as making a contribution to economic and 
social regeneration. 

This Brief explores contrasting scenarios by examining gender differences in the UK, a 
country with relatively high Internet use and social policies to support its diffusion to 
socially-excluded groups. It is argued, using data from OxIS, that this case is important 
both in its own right, and for the light it can shed on wider debates about whether 
Internet use is affecting, and being affected by, social divisions.  

Measuring ‘access’ 

Access is a social phenomenon. Before it can be achieved, one needs at least some 
sense of what the Internet is, why it might be of interest, what one can do with it and 
how you can achieve what you want using it. For most people, this is gained through 
social interactions with work colleagues, friends and family. Reading books, watching 
the television, listening to the radio and formal instruction may also contribute. Access is 
also a social phenomenon in the sense that, to be meaningful, Internet use needs to be 
integrated into one’s day-to-day activities, be they finding train times, buying a holiday, 
communicating with a friend, carrying out one’s job or simply passing leisure time. In 
doing so, it changes the nature of one’s social interactions and relationships with social 
institutions. As Dutton (1999) observed, access is the expression of ‘multifaceted 
interactions available through ICTs and how they shape access to information, people, 
services and technology’ (p.5), the nature of which varies in different social settings as it 
is formed through an interactive ‘process of social and technical choices by many 
different actors’ (p.29). 

Understood in this way, technical access (proximity to an Internet-enabled computer, 
mobile phone, television or other ICT device) is a necessary, but not sufficient, condition 
for access. It is, however, important in determining the quality of such access. For 
example, broadband provision can provide the opportunity for ‘realistic’ video-
conferencing whereas mobile phones enabled with the Wireless Application Protocol 
(WAP) to access the Internet offer effective access only to a limited range of Websites. 
The social terms on which such access is available will also be significant. Is it in a 
library with limited opening hours or in one’s home? Is the time one can use it limited 
through competition from other users and are the costs manageable? Are there 
restrictions on what the access can be used for, for instance through an Internet-use 
policy in a public facility or via monitoring for relevance to one’s job in the workplace? 
These kinds of considerations create not one digital divide, seen as Internet provision or 
lack of it, but rather a ‘continuum of connectivity’ (Warschauer, 2003). 
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A complex range of factors also affect a person’s ability to use access. This is 
sometimes referred to as the need for appropriate skills. However, it is important to 
distinguish between knowing the techniques required (e.g. where to put the address in 
an e-mail) and skill as social practice, which in this case involves learning how to 
communicate in a new way. From this latter view, people learn through increasing 
participation in a ‘community of practice’ where using the technology and sharing 
understandings about its significance for particular activities contribute to social learning 
(Lave and Wenger, 1991). As such, the ability to use available access, and ultimately 
the type of access achieved, can be affected by the social networks of which one is 
already a member and by those that exist at the place where one has access. It will also 
be affected by the complexity of what one is trying to learn; in the case of ICTs, this 
includes the characteristics of the software interface (van Dijk, 1999). 

Of course, having technical access and the ability to use it do not guarantee that an 
individual will actually use it, or if he or she does that it will have any great 
consequences for their lives. Take-up of access can be a temporary phenomenon, as 
people lose technical access or find they lack sufficient ability to use it. But it can also 
be the result of experiencing what the Internet has to offer and deciding it is not of 
sufficient value. There are also many sources of variation for people who do become 
established users, including the amount and range of use. Related to this, the impact of 
access will vary. It will change significantly the things some people do and the way they 
do them; for others, it will affect only certain very specific aspects of their lives. For 
some individuals and communities this impact will be economic, while for others it may 
be primarily about reducing social isolation. 

A full understanding of these issues requires further in-depth qualitative research. 
Nevertheless, it is possible to shed some light on most of these dimensions using the 
quantitative measures identified in the above discussions, as summarised in Box 1 
below and explored in the rest of this Brief. 

Box 1. Key dimensions of Internet access affecting gender divides 

• Technical access: where men and women can and do get access to an 
Internet-ready device; the type of device involved; and the quality of the 
connectivity. 

• Ability to use access: the extent to which men and women know other people 
who use the Internet and can provide help; the skill levels they perceive they 
have reached; their comfort/discomfort with ICT-based systems; and worries 
about potential negative consequences of access (e.g. fraud or viruses). 

• Take-up of access: whether men and women are Internet users; any 
variation in length of use; how much use they make of access; and what 
range of activities they use it for. 

• Impact of access: the degree to which Internet use has changed patterns of 
activities; any views as to the significance of this, in this context focusing on 
the extent to which access is being used in ways that challenge or reinforce 
gender stereotypical behaviour. 
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Evidence from the UK illuminating gender digital divide issues 

Technical access 

OxIS starts from a very broad definition of where a person could get access. This is 
based on whether a person lives in a place that is large enough to have a nearby 
library, lives in a house with Internet access, is in full-time education or works in a place 
where they or someone else uses the Internet. By this definition, virtually everybody (96 
per cent) potentially has some form of access. Nevertheless, both potential home 
access and work access (the second and third most common sites) were significantly 
less available to women than men.2

In terms of the types of access devices available and their quality, OxIS data relates 
only to those who actually use the Internet. There is little gender difference in the form 
of access, with the vast majority of both male and female users (92 per cent) saying that 
they used the Internet via a computer connected to a telephone line. This is of interest 
since alternative access devices, such as digital TV, have sometimes been suggested 
as a route to increase access for those who might be put off by the ‘technical’ image of 
a computer. If it was simply the means of access that was putting some women off 
using the Internet, one might expect to see greater usage of other devices by them.  

The only difference among those who said that they had other devices was that slightly 
more men than women said they had WAP-enabled mobile phones. Since most new 
phones come with this facility (and the more expensive ones have for some time), this 
finding may simply be a reflection of men’s greater purchasing power. The majority of 
male and female users had home access via a standard dial-up telephone line, although 
of the one in five of the sample with broadband access 55 per cent were male. 

When asked about the places where they actually went online, both men and women 
Internet users overwhelmingly cited their own home (mentioned more than three times 
as frequently as the next most common option, their place of work). However, there was 
significant variation by gender, with 92 per cent of male current users saying that home 
was one of their places of access compared with 86 per cent of women. This seems to 
be a reflection of the earlier observation that home was significantly less likely to be a 
potential site of access for women than for men, since only around 2 per cent of users 
with Internet access in their home do not use it. Nevertheless, the mere presence of 
Internet access in one’s home is insufficient to make a person a user. The survey found 
that about 10 per cent of all those who did not use the Internet at all lived in a household 
with access. 

These findings indicate the complexity, and significance, of the types of access 
identified in Box 1. If one takes the position that access consists solely of having an 
Internet-ready computer close by (technical access), then those who have such a 
machine in their home but do not use it can only be assumed to be making a positive 
choice against use. However, if one believes that (particularly new) access also requires 
a person to be in a supportive environment, to have appropriate skills and so on (ability 
to use access), then a machine in the same room might be as inaccessible as one five 
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miles away. This latter view of access is supported by more detailed research on the 
way in which people become Internet users. Liff, Steward and Watts (2002) surveyed 
200 people who were in a public location offering Internet access but not using that 
access (e.g. drinking coffee in an Internet café or getting benefits advice in a community 
centre). For those who were not currently Internet users, 20 per cent said they would be 
interested in becoming one, but needed more encouragement or support to do so. 

Ability to use access 

Concern has been expressed that non-users are discouraged from starting to use the 
Internet by a range of anxieties, for example that they will encounter unacceptable 
content or may be the victim of financial fraud. The OxIS survey did show that women 
were more likely to think there was too much sex available on the Internet and 
considerably more women than men (69 per cent compared with 55 per cent) indicated 
that they had some concerns about the potential for receiving unpleasant e-mails. 
However, in response to more specific questions, users revealed little difference by 
gender in terms of, say, their attitudes to spam (with 29 per cent of male and 31 per 
cent of female e-mail users saying they received far too many spam messages) or in 
their experience of viruses or fraud. Among current non-users of the Internet, a smaller 
proportion of women than men express attitudes hostile to the technology per se. 

There were gender differences in respondents’ accounts of how they learned to use the 
Internet, with around 60 per cent of women reporting that they had received help and 52 
per cent of men claiming to be entirely self taught. A family member or a friend were the 
most common sources of help for both sexes, with family members being significantly 
more important for women. A majority of users of both sexes said that they had received 
help from someone over the last year, suggesting that learning does not occur only at 
the time of initial use.  

Although women rated their current ability less highly than men (with 18 per cent of men 
but only 10 per cent of women saying they were ‘excellent’), few users of either sex 
thought they were ‘poor’ or ‘very bad’, and the same proportion (46 per cent) rated their 
ability as ‘good’. On average, women have been using the Internet for a shorter time 
than men (13 per cent of female and 9 per cent of male users said they first used the 
Internet less than a year ago). Length of use does correlate with self-rated ability but, 
even controlling for length of experience, women rate their own Internet abilities lower 
than do men. There is extensive psychological research evidence (e.g. Fletcher, 1999) 
showing that women tend to underrate their abilities (in comparison to men’s self-rating 
and to third-party assessment), so there are reasons for being cautious about assuming 
that women are genuinely less competent users than men. Nevertheless, self 
perception of limited competence may well affect confidence and forms of use. 

Take-up of access 

Internet use in Britain is still significantly divided by gender, with 64 per cent of men and 
55 per cent of women questioned in the OxIS survey saying they currently used the 
Internet (6 per cent of both sexes defined themselves as past users). Given the 
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predominance of women in the overall population, this translates into 47 per cent of 
Internet users being women. 

The most significant demographic difference in Internet use for the OxIS sample was by 
age, with school children over 14 almost universal users (with no gender difference) 
whereas only 25 per cent of men and 18 per cent of women who had retired were users. 
The survey also shows an association between being an Internet user and the number 
of people in one’s household over 14. Nevertheless, even controlling for these variables 
leaves a significant relationship between gender and Internet use. 

As already mentioned, women tended to have started to use the Internet more recently 
than men and were somewhat less confident about their ability. These factors also 
correlate with the average time spent on online activities in a typical week. However, 
when length of experience is matched, women are still spending less time online than 
men. The data available does not allow one to explore whether this is the result of time 
competition from other activities, less interest in using the Internet or less flexible or 
extensive access (women are less likely to have home access and the survey did not 
explore the terms on which household members shared access where it does exist). 

Other measures that might be seen as indicators of a relatively more sophisticated use 
of the Internet also correlated with gender, such as creating Websites and the frequency 
of use of bookmarked sites and search engines. Given that the relationship between 
experience, use and confidence is gendered, this supports the view that one needs to 
explore in more detail the quantity and ‘quality’ of such use, rather than simply use per 
se. It also suggests the need to be cautious about simply defining women as ‘lagging 
users’ whose patterns of use will ‘catch up’ with men’s at some point. 

An additional problematic finding for the argument that the gender divide will be eroded 
by diffusion relates to the demographic characteristics of male and female non-users. 
While male and female users are broadly similar in terms of age, social class and 
educational profile, non-users are not. Although the differences are not large, female 
non-users are significantly more likely than male non-users to come from a low social 
class (classified by chief income earner) and have limited educational attainment. This 
could be important for both their motivation and ability to become Internet users. 

In terms of current use, women were less likely to spend at least an hour a week on 
almost all Internet activities. The only exceptions were in studying, on which a slightly 
higher proportion of women than men spent an hour or more, and e-mailing, instant 
messaging and banking where the proportions were very similar. The most significant 
gender differences were in the proportion of male users spending at least an hour a 
week on: listening to music; ‘being entertained’; and getting news online. Since the list 
of activities was determined by the questionnaire, it is possible that some areas of 
Internet content that other surveys (e.g. Madden and Rainie, 2003) have shown to be of 
particular interest to women, such as health information, were missed. 

Impact of access 
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Some differences in Internet use between men and women have already been 
discussed, but how significant have such changes been for their lives? Women 
responded somewhat more negatively than men to the statements ‘the Internet will 
make my life better’ and ‘technology is making things better for people like me’. When 
asked about their original motivation for going online, however, there was little 
difference between men and women in response to the option ‘to learn about the 
Internet and Web’, with nearly two-thirds of the sample saying this was an important or 
very important reason. These findings are potentially interesting in relation to the validity 
of widely perceived gender stereotypes about women not being interested in machines 
or technologies other than in an instrumental way, whereas men are thought to view 
science and technology as a source of fun, enjoyment and pleasure (Sorensen, 2002). 
Yet, it is difficult to know how people understood such statements and the reasons for 
their responses on the basis of quantitative data.  

Many of the gender differences in Internet use revealed by OxIS suggest that the 
technology is being used by men and women as a different, or additional, way to 
continue with their existing activities rather than as a stimulus for more fundamental 
changes in what they do. But two areas of stereotypically female activity do show some 
interesting results – shopping and communicating with friends and family.  

There was virtually no difference in the proportion of men and women who said that 
shopping, buying and looking for products and services online, was an initial motivation 
for using the Internet. In terms of those people who said that they currently spent at 
least an hour a week on this activity, men were slightly in the majority. One would need 
to know more about the types of products and services being purchased and their 
relationship to offline purchasing behaviour to assess whether this signalled an 
emerging change in gender roles. 

Similarly, there was little gender difference in those who said that communicating with 
friends by e-mail was an important or very important motivation for initial Internet use 
(although women were more likely to say it was very important); the data shows similar 
proportions spending at least an hour a week on e-mail. Nevertheless, the survey also 
asked whether respondents communicated with friends and family via meetings, 
telephone calls or writing and confirmed that women were more likely to do so than 
men. This finding suggests that while women are using the Internet as an additional 
communication medium, it may be leading some men to maintain active relationships 
that they would not have done by other means. Men also reported checking their e-
mails more frequently than women. 

Conclusions and policy implications 

The above examination of key dimensions of access helps to unravel some of the 
debates around gender inclusion in Internet use. The commonly-held prejudice that 
women are less interested in technology than men could lead to their slower adoption 
rates being seen as ‘natural’ and not worthy of investigation or policy concern. The 
closing gap in numbers of men and women using the Internet in many countries might 
be seen as confirming such views. However, such assumptions are in danger of missing 
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the emergence of more subtle differences in practice, and of failing to explore the 
reasons for the choices people make about whether to adopt and use this technology 
and the significance of such decisions. The Internet is an evolving technology whose 
content and form is changing, at least in part, in response to current users. Late 
adopters may be faced with a technology that has been shaped by the interests and 
preferred methods of interaction of early adopters. This may contribute to continuing 
social exclusion by making it less interesting or appealing to current non-users. 

The data therefore does show that a gender divide continues to exist, not simply at the 
level of whether or not a person is an Internet user but also in terms of the amount and 
type of use men and women make of the technology and their confidence in such use. 
To understand why this is the case and to predict its longer-term significance would 
need more in-depth research. However, given that most non-users (male and female) 
say that lack of knowledge about using a computer and lack of availability of a computer 
are their main reasons for not using the Internet, one should be wary about assuming 
that this is always an informed choice.  

Providing supportive surroundings for access and associated non-intimidating training 
are likely to be appropriate ways of extending women’s Internet use on the basis of this 
data, since women at least believe themselves to have limited competence in using the 
Internet and seem willing to ask for and accept help. An evaluation by Hall Aitken 
Associates (2002) of some government-sponsored ‘UK Online’ centres that aim to 
provide supported Internet access for the socially excluded reinforces this view, with its 
finding that female users of the facilities outnumbered men by two to one. For those 
trying to engage non-users of the Internet, the current good practice guidelines are to 
start from what people are interested in (see Liff and Steward, 2001). This approach 
also seems to be supported by the findings presented in this Brief.  However, the data 
on shopping and e-mail suggests that there should perhaps be a warning not to assume 
that such interests are gendered. 
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