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Internet use and digital skills are increasingly valuable, 
and some may argue essential, in Nigeria. The digital 
sector of Nigeria’s economy has the fastest growing 
share of GDP, offering a promising opportunity 
to generate further growth and employment. The 
digitalisation of the wider economy (‘the digital 
economy’) has been increasing for decades, and 
more broadly, more citizens are connecting via the 
internet to communicate, stay informed, and access 
government services. 

However, research in Nigeria has found that women 
and girls have reduced access to the internet, have 
fewer digital skills, and face barriers to employment 
in related roles. These findings relate to many of 
the same reasons that women and girls are already 
marginalised in the wider economy and society. This
trend mirrors a global problem, and has been coined 
the ‘digital gender gap’.  

Enhancing digital inclusion is important because 
it has been found to lead to a cascade of wider 
benefits for wellbeing: increased GDP, employment, 
consumption, and reduced poverty levels. These 
benefits follow digital connectivity because it 
has several interrelated benefits, such as access 
to information, improved communication, and 
increased efficiency and inclusion between citizens, 
markets, and services. Put simply, women and girls 
have a huge role to play in the future digital society, 
and their equal right to access these benefits 
should be upheld as a priority by institutions and             
policy-makers.

IntroductionIntroduction
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This research aimed to explore the severity of the 
digital gender gap  in the Niger Delta region of 
Nigeria, what creates these conditions, and what 
can be done by institutions and policy-makers 
to work towards a more inclusive digital society 
and economy. The study gathered a large data 
sample through mixed methods, including a survey 
of 9,600 people, interviews, and focus group 
discussions, with members of the public, business 
owners, digital policy-makers, and individuals 
working within the digital sector. More details on 
our methodology are contained in the full report.

Overview of researchOverview of research
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Key findingsKey findings

2 Once a woman gets online, she uses it 
regularly for a variety of personal and 
economic purposes

1In the Niger Delta, women are less likely to be 
online than men, but much more likely to be 
online than the average woman in Nigeria, as 

well as in other comparable countries 

3 Women face more barriers to digital life than 
men, as other factors intersect with gender

4 Affordability is the top barrier to more 
internet use and digital skills

N

3



5 Women have fewer digital skills than men, 
especially in areas that could help earn a 
living

8 Significant differences between the national 
and sub-national levels, as well as between 
states, highlight the importance of tailored 

policy responses and investments 

7 In the digital sector, women are less likely 
than men to own a business or be in senior 
positions

6 The digital gender gap in the workplace is 
double the overall gap
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Key terms

Digital economy: All digitally-enabled economic activity

Digital sector: Also known as the tech sector, it is narrower and 
represents the sector of the economy that is focused on creating or 
utilising digital goods or services. 

Digital gender gap:  The difference between men’s and women’s 
ability and access to the internet and digital technologies. 

Smartphone: A device with a minimum screen size of 3 inches, a 
touch screen, a camera, the ability to install apps, access the internet, 
and has an advanced operating system (Android or iOS).

Internet user: Somebody who uses the internet more than once 
every three months.
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Key findings exploredKey findings explored

11..  In the Niger Delta, women are 
less likely to be online than men, but 
much more likely to be online than

Women are 11% less likely to use the internet than 
men, according to this survey. As the digitisation of 
economic and social life is accelerating, this disparity 
puts women at a major disadvantage. However, the 
digital gender gap in the Niger Delta is lower than 
recorded for other parts of Nigeria, and in other 
comparable countries, signalling that women in the 
Niger Delta are already highly engaged in digital life.

At the national level, a 38% digital gender gap was 
recorded by GSMA in their latest annual survey 
(2023). Bigger gaps were also recorded for 
Sub-Saharan Africa as a whole (37%), for global 
low- and middle-income countries (16%), and for 
nations like Kenya (35%) and India (40%), which are 
known for their thriving (albeit male-dominated) 
digital economies1.

Our research suggests that over two-thirds of the 
adult population in the Niger Delta is online. It is 
therefore estimated there are 6.5 million adults 
(>18 years old) online across the four target states, 
and more than 3 million not online, including 1.7 
million women (56%).2 

Graph 1: Internet use by gender and the digital gender gap
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      2. Once a woman gets online, 	
	         she uses it regularly, for a variety of 	
	         personal and economic purposes.

More women use the internet on a daily basis 
(72%) than men (68%). Women mostly use it for 
what we could loosely group as entertainment or 
social purposes, while men could be grouped as 
economic purposes.  

Women are more likely to use social media, 
WhatsApp, watch videos, and listen to music. More 
men said they send emails, search for information, 
read news, and access government information or 
services. Men are also more likely to say that they 
connect at the workplace. But these categories 
are an imperfect way of linking use to economic 
activity. For example, social media and WhatsApp 
are popularly used (especially by women, but 
also men) in businesses, including for marketing,  
advertising, and client relations. Similarly, the 
fact that more women reported that they mostly 
connect from home does not necessarily mean 
they are not using it remotely for business 
activities. This is a survey limitation and an area for 
further research. 

3. Women face more barriers 
to digital life than men, as other 
factors intersect with gender.

Female internet use is affected by a range of 
factors that intersect with gender, discouraging 
them from using the internet and participating in 
the digital economy. In Nigeria, this divide flows 
naturally from the already existing gender gaps 
pervading almost every sphere of life, including 
literacy, access to further education, employment, 
finances, and gender stereotypes. 

These structures of power and inequality affect 
women in compounding and overlapping ways. 
For example, a woman who is rural, less educated, 
married, and does not have a smartphone, is 
less likely to be online than a woman who is 

urban, more educated, not married, and has 
a smartphone. This finding is consistent with 
other surveys and reports,³ and highlights the 
importance of fully exploring the perspectives of 
those involved in the design and implementation of 
holistic responses. 

The most important demographic determinant of 
internet use was the level of education – both men 
and women who achieved higher qualifications 
are more likely to use the internet. Marital status 
also has an impact – with unmarried women 15% 
more likely to be online than married women. Age 
is another important factor, with women below 18 
or above 60 particularly far behind men. Location 
was influential too, with an urban woman 18% more 
likely to be online than a rural one. All these factors 
negatively affect women more than men. 

Other studies demonstrate that the type of 
mobile device owned is one of the most important 
determinants of how often and how meaningful 
internet use is.⁴ On a smartphone, internet use is 
typically richer, more regular, and varied. In our 
study, half of the women owned a smartphone, and 
they were 13% less likely to own one compared to 
a man. The lack of female smartphone ownership 
is therefore another major barrier in the Niger 
Delta. This 13% gap is similar to the digital gender 
gap (11%), and also similarly, is nowhere near as 
severe as reported at the national level (32%, in          
GSMA 2023). 

Our study also raises important sub-national 
differences, which perhaps flow from differences 
in education, economics and cultures between 
the northern and southern parts of Nigeria. The 
barriers that women in the Niger Delta face appear 
to be less pronounced than those faced by the 
average Nigerian woman, particularly in the Muslim 
north. But the study still highlights that there are 
structural cultural, social, and economic factors 
at play in the Niger Delta that preclude female 
participation, and need to be addressed.
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4. Affordability is the top 
barrier to more internet use and 
digital skills. 

Female respondents were enthusiastic to add 
to their existing skills, and put them to use in 
the workplace to make money. However, the 
biggest reported barrier is affordability: the bills 
for devices, data, and training. This was the same 
across states, for men and women, highlighting an 

important consideration for training programmes 
going forward: affordability, and the perceived 
value of digital skills.

The GSMA (2023) survey also found affordability 
as the top barrier, with ‘reading and writing’ 
difficulties as the second. This likely reflects 
the divides between the north and south of the 
country, as the average literacy rate in the South-
South Niger Delta states is 88%, compared to 
34% in the North East, and 26% in the North            
West regions.⁵
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 Barriers to more internet use among internet users in all States 

5. Women have fewer digital 
skills than men, especially in areas 
that could help earn a living.  

Overall, slightly more women had no digital skills. 
Basic skills appear to be fairly even between 
genders, but men were slightly more likely to 
have both intermediate and advanced skills. 
Most internet users can browse the internet, use 
social media/messaging apps, send and receive 
money, and send emails. These are all basic skills 
that enable people to play an active role in digital 
society.⁶ Intermediate skills (defined as those 
needed in most digitally enabled workplaces) are 
lacking – with less than a fifth of all respondents 
reporting they have these skills. 

Advanced skills (defined as those linked to 
developing new technologies, products and 
services) were even rarer, with less than 10% of 
men and women reporting that they are proficient 
in these areas. 

The most desired skills among those who do 
use the internet tend to be in the intermediate 
to advanced categories, with leading categories 
among men and women being graphic design, 
marketing and advertising, website development, 
and app development. The main motivations to 
improve digital skills are related to livelihoods 
(70%) – to apply for better jobs (29%), and make 
more money (41%). 
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Graph 2: Level of digital skills, by gender

9



6. The digital gender gap in 
the workplace is double the overall 
gap.

The digital gender gap extends to the workplace - 
with women 22% less likely to use the internet at 
work. This, however, is double the overall digital 
gender gap (11%, for any use of the internet at     
any place). 

Most men and women reported that access has 
helped them earn more money (with a slightly 
higher percentage of men).  One reason women 
may be behind is because they are 16% less likely to 
use online banking services. 

Sectors with high internet use include technology, 
banking, government, education, and healthcare. 
Those with low usage are agriculture, fishing, 
transport, and construction. Women take part in 
most livelihoods, and it is unclear why they use 

the internet less at work. This could be because 
the structural barriers highlighted before also 
influence employment decisions and roles once 
hired. As shown in some studies, this could also be 
because more women are engaged in elementary 
occupations that require little or no level of 
education and access to the internet in their places 
of work.⁷ Participants of the validation workshop 
felt strongly that men are more likely than women 
to exaggerate their level of digital skills, and 
therefore edge out women when applying for jobs.

The most common use of the internet at work is 
for researching information - the only category 
with more than two thirds of both men (75%) and 
women (67%). The vast majority of respondents 
- over 80% - reported that using the internet 
at work has helped them to earn more income. 
Higher income was reported across all sectors of 
the economy, illustrating the general importance    
of digitisation.

Graph 3:  The digital gender gap in the workplace
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Graph 4:  Women leaders in digital sector

7. In the digital sector, women 
are less likely than men to own a 
business or be in senior positions.

Overall, less than a quarter of technology 
businesses surveyed have at least one female 
owner. A much higher proportion of businesses 
have at least one woman in a top management 
position, with nearly two-thirds reporting they do.

Comparing our results from the Niger Delta with 
a recent study in Lagos, the percentage of tech 
companies owned by women is slightly lower (24% 
to 30%), while the percentage of women in top 
management positions is ten-times higher (61% 
to 6%).⁸ This suggests that there is a comparably 
high level of female entrepreneurial activity, and an 
even higher level of female managers, in the Niger 
Delta’s tech ecosystem, than in Lagos. 

Participants of the validation workshop thought it 
was important to explain that there may be more 
companies in the Niger Delta, but these are smaller 
than in Lagos, with lower levels of investment.

Female respondents were more likely to be 
involved in E-Commerce, finance, and marketing 
and advertising; while male respondents were more 
likely to be developing applications and websites - 
arguably areas that require a more advanced level 
of digital skills, and are paid higher. This reflects 
findings in other surveys in other parts of Nigeria. 

We asked employees of tech businesses why they 
thought there were not more women employed in 
the sector. The most common response was that 
they do not have the right digital skills, followed 
by not enough women applying for positions. 
Participants of the validation workshop also 
emphasised that men are more economically 
mobile than women, meaning that they can move 
to Lagos to chase digital economy jobs, while a 
woman with the same opportunity would face 
many more barriers. Nonetheless, across all states, 
the vast majority of respondents believe that there 
should be more women in the digital sector.  
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8. Significant differences 
between the national and sub-
national levels, as well as between 

Highlighting differences in state situations helps 
identify specific areas that need policy attention. 
The research revealed significant differences at 
both the sub-national and state levels. 

The digital gender gap was the highest in Delta 
State at 19% – and by far. Overall internet use 
among women was the lowest there, with just 
over half the adult population (53%) online. Delta 
State accounted for the highest total number of 
men and women not online (over 1 million). It also 
has the lowest female smartphone ownership rate 
(45%). Additionally, tech companies in Delta State 
reported the highest accumulation of barriers 
restricting their growth. Interestingly, the state had 
the highest proportion of men and women who 
had previously received digital skills training (66% 
and 65%, respectively, among internet users). This 
indicates that despite the deployment of training, 
both the public and private sectors are struggling, 
and that training alone does not solve the problem. 

Female internet use was highest in Bayelsa State 
(74%), where the digital gender gap was 12%, 
which is surprising given the anecdotal difficulties 
with network coverage. Bayelsa State also has the 
highest female smartphone ownership rate (57%). 
However, Bayelsa had the lowest rate of tech 
companies owned by women at 5% - and by far. It 
also had the lowest rate of tech companies with 
women in top management positions (50%), and 
the lowest number of tech hubs, with just one for 
the entire state. This suggests that Bayelsa State 
performs well for personal, but not professional, 
internet use. 

The state with the lowest digital gender gap was 
Akwa Ibom, which was recorded at just 6%. While 
the gap was small, the proportion of men (65%) 
and women (61%) online was also low – lower than 
every state apart from Delta. This highlights that 
both men and women are struggling in the state. 

These findings highlight the importance of 
strategies tailored to address the specific and 
different types of challenges. Such collaboration 
between state and federal ministries, on a shared 
vision and strategy, with tailored support for 
each state, and mutually beneficial investments, 
will support further development of the digital 
ecosystem in Niger Delta.

states, highlights the importanceof tailored 
policy responses and investments.
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1. Design state-level digital policies that are 
suited to the specific challenges and opportunities 
in each location. These should be in tune with 
federal policies, private sector priorities, and most 
importantly, be designed in consultation with 
women and girls.

2. Address affordability, the primary barrier 
identified by this research, and by others. 
2.1. Expand internet access
2.2. Support the local market for devices
2.3. Subsidise digital training programmes

3. Increase awareness and skills for all types 
of users, from basic to advanced. 
3.1. Increase understanding of the value of        
being online
3.2. Increase the level of basic skills required to be 
online
3.3. Increase the level of intermediate skills for the 
digital economy
3.4. Increase the level of advanced skills for the 
digital sector of the economy 

4. Increase uptake of digital solutions to 
make sure the country does not fall behind others.
4.1. Lead government institutions to go digital
4.2. Increase awareness on the opportunities for 
businesses to go digital
4.3. Support the wider economy to go digital by 
supporting local expertise

5. Integrate specific initiatives for women 
and girls so they do not fall further behind men.
5.1. Increase the number of girls enrolled in STEM 
education
5.2 Address additional barriers to attending 
training courses
5.3. Get more women into senior positions of 
digital sector businesses

Policy recommendations Policy recommendations 

With an overall high level of internet use in the Niger Delta compared to other regions, the market 
and benefits for ‘going digital’ are high. Women are currently being left behind, but public and private 
initiatives can ensure that they benefit from increased access to information and services, and play 
leading roles in the emerging future digital economy. Below are our specific recommendations to help 
achieve these objectives:
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