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Acronyms 
 

AGEM Women's Economic Agenda (Agenda Económica de las Mujeres) 

ALAS Association for Leadership and Social Advancement (Asociación para el 
Liderazgo y Ascenso Social) 

AMC Alliance of Costa Rican Women (Alianza de Mujeres Costarricenses)  

ASTRADOMES Domestic Workers’ Association (Asociación de Trabajadoras Domésticas)  

CEPAL Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (Comisión 
Económica para América Latina y el Caribe) 

CICOM  Center for Research on Communication (Centro de Investigación en 
Comunicación) 

CNA CISCO Networking Academy 

DDI Digital Divide Index 

EAU Telecommunication Services Access and Usage Survey (Encuesta de 
Acceso y Uso de los Servicios de Telecomunicaciones) 

ECE Continuous Employment Survey (Encuesta Continua de Empleo) 

ENAHO National Household Survey (Encuesta Nacional de Hogares) 

FQT Quirós Tanzi Foundation (Fundación Quirós Tanzi) 

GDD Gender Digital Divide 

IBRD International Bank for Reconstruction and Development 

ICT  Information and Communication Technologies 

INAMU National Institute for Women (Instituto Nacional de las Mujeres) 

INEC National Institute of Statistics and Census (Instituto Nacional de 
Estadística y Censos) 

INTEL Integrated Electronics Corporation 

ITU International Telecommunication Union 

LGBTI Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender and Intersex 

MICITT Ministry of Science, Technology and Telecommunications (Ministerio de 
Ciencia, Tecnología y Telecomunicaciones) 

MNO Mobile Network Operator 

PNDT National Telecommunications Development Plan (Plan Nacional de 
Desarrollo de las Telecomunicaciones) 

http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesbiana
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gay
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bisexualidad
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgénero
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PPC Postgraduate Degree in Communications (Programa de Posgrado en 
Comunicación) 

SUTEL Superintendency of Telecommunications (Superintendencia de 
Telecomunicaciones) 

UN United Nations 

UNDP United Nations Development Programme 

VT Deputy Ministry of Telecommunications (Viceministerio de 
Telecomunicaciones) 

WB  World Bank 
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I. Relevance of the topic  

 

In recent years, the development of Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) 

and Telecommunications has shown a rapid evolution and impact on diverse areas of 

society. Their influence on socio-economic sectors as well as on people's behavior has been 

a topic of discussion and analysis worldwide. 

Today more than ever, ICT/Telecommunications are a necessity, to such extent that the 

United Nations (UN) has declared Internet access to be a human right, which contributes to 

the enjoyment of other rights such as equality, freedom, safety, diversity, and social justice. 

Being aware of this, the Government of Costa Rica has promoted the development of 

ICT/Telecommunications through the design and implementation of public policy with a 

focus on universality, accessibility and solidarity, in accordance with international trends 

and regulations, while also fostering the provision of more and better telecommunication 

services as efficiently and fairly as possible. 

The Government of Costa Rica, through the Ministry of Science, Technology and 

Telecommunications (MICITT), and particularly through the Vice-Ministry of 

Telecommunications, plans and coordinates studies to give account of the evolution of the 

Telecommunications Sector and inform on the process of taking effective action to bridge 

the digital divide and, consequently, other socio-economic gaps. 

Hence, the National Telecommunications Development Plan (PNDT) 2015-2021, “Costa 

Rica: A Connected Society”, is created as the public policy defining the main actions that the 

Government will implement during the next few years to delve into the development of 

ICT/Telecommunications in the country. Thus, it aims to improve the citizens' quality of life, 

accelerate human development, contribute to the social inclusion of economically 

vulnerable populations, and ensure socio-economically vulnerable populations are 

provided with the benefits of the information society (MICITT, 2015).  

Accordingly, in collaboration with the Cultural Practices, Gender and Communications 

Program of the Center for Research on Communication (CICOM) and the Postgraduate 

Degree in Communications (PPC) of the University of Costa Rica, the Vice-Ministry of 

Telecommunications conducts a specialized study on the evolution and characterization of 

the Gender Digital Divide (GDD) in Costa Rica, as an input for the formulation of public policy 

on ICT /Telecommunications and as material for the discussion, analysis and decision-

making process of other public, private and civil society institutions.1 

                                                           
1 The existence of other topics relevant for analysis from a gender perspective, like cybersecurity, is 
acknowledged. However, due to the lack of data, these topics are not included in this exploratory research. 
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II. Starting Point for the Analysis of the Gender Digital Divide in Costa 

Rica  
 

In the Information and Knowledge Society, where ICT/Telecommunications play a major 

role in the full exercise of citizenship, the access and use of telecommunications as well as 

the participation in creating media content are key for human beings to exercise their right 

to information and communication. Therefore, it is worth noting that, from a gender 

perspective, access to ICT/Telecommunications in their every dimension is not neutral as, 

even in the 21st century, limitations for women still exist for exercising this right.  

 

Gender and Unequal Power Relationships Between Men and Women  

In this research, the category of gender is understood as the system of unequal relationships 

based on sexual differences, in relation to which different roles are assigned to men and 

women. In the case of women, these roles include caring for others and the domestic space, 

while men are assigned roles in public spaces (Lamas, 1986; Radl, 2010).  

The data analyzed below illustrate the presence of women in the workplace, in education, 

etc. However, it also shows how gaps are expressed in the analysis of access and use of ICT.  

Such gaps are intrinsically related to the violation of women's communication rights, 

evident in different forms. For this reason, the category of intersectionality (Crenshaw, 

1991) is used. It allows for an understanding of unequal gender relationships in multiple 

dimensions by showing that gender inequality does not originate from nothing, but rather 

it is intertwined with diverse forms of inequality and domination which affect women.  

In general terms, intersectionality helps identify unequal situations that may not be evident 

at a glance, as understanding how different forms of inequality are articulated in a case may 

not always be possible (Crenshaw, 1991). Thus, this category is deemed crucial for the 

analysis of the gender digital divide.  

 

Gender Digital Divide  

This document addresses the gender digital divide from the perspective of access, use and 

professionalization. No data or quantitative research is available on the last two in the 

country. Therefore, the approach is exploratory. 
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First, a definition of "access" is provided.2 Tarín (2014) explains in the article titled Brecha 

digital: también una cuestión de perspectiva de género (Digital divide: also a matter of 

gender perspective):   

“Analyzing the digital divide from a gender perspective should go beyond measuring 

women's access to ICT. It could also entail observing women's participation in the ICT 

sector to think more in terms of equity rather than equality only. It is interesting then 

to address women's specialized training in technology and their participation in the 

workplace to learn about the progress in terms of gender equity.” (Tarín, 2014). 

In line with Tarín (2014), Castaño et al. (2008) state that access–or the lack thereof–only 

represents the first level of the Digital Divide; and that it refers to key elements such as 

infrastructure or dissemination of devices and must answer several questions:  

- Is the telecommunications and Internet service received by the people in the 

national territory universal? 

- Can coverage throughout the whole national territory be considered universal? 

- Do institutions and companies have the necessary infrastructure to guarantee 

national coverage? 

Additionally, further questions rise from "access":  

- What is the access to electronic devices like? 

- Are there mechanisms in place for people to access cutting-edge devices that 

guarantee access to applications, Internet speed and other benefits? 

- Who has access to technological innovations and how do they do it? 

As stated above, although access does not lead to fully understanding the divide, it serves 

as a starting point to understand the gender digital divide in material terms.  

The second level of the digital divide pertains to the different uses of technologies, which is 

directly linked to the skills necessary to use technological tools and how such skills are 

applied to use technologies to perform daily activities. As stated previously, literacy plays a 

crucial role in developing the skills for the use of ICT in formal education and everyday 

learning.  

It is also important to understand the dimensions of the uses made of telecommunications 

by people once they have acquired access and the necessary skills. In today’s world, the 

                                                           
2 According to the ITU, access includes elements such as quality, infrastructure, knowledge and affordability. 
However, in view of the available data, this exploratory study only deals with the element of infrastructure. 
Additionally, as exposed under the methodology section, access data refers to the possession of a certain 
infrastructure, device or telecommunication service. 
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differences in interconnection, the material access divide, skills, and usage have diverse 

implications on different dimensions of daily life. For the purposes of this research, the 

interconnection of these elements is analyzed in three dimensions: education, profession, 

and care. Below is a brief description of the three from a gender perspective:  

- The education dimension of the gender digital divide links the access to ICT to 

educational purposes and their use in households, considering the level of schooling 

of the heads of household and the influence of roles traditionally assigned to men 

and women.  

- The profession dimension of the gender digital divide refers to the division of labor 

based on gender, which is evidenced in the professional careers of men and women 

and the relationship between such professions and ICT, both in developing skills and 

in participating in digital content creation.  

- The care dimension of the gender digital divide relates to the use of ICT in 

connection with household consumption needs and activities.  

As explained further in this analysis, these dimensions are interrelated.   

 

The Context of the Gender Digital Divide in Costa Rica  

The expansion of telecommunications and ICT access has simplified people's daily lives and 

favored the development of other sectors with its efficiency and innovation, it offers people 

opportunities that were previously out of reach for many. This explains why almost 70% of 

households in the first income quintile of developing countries own a mobile phone, and 

why the number of Internet users has tripled in one decade, increasing from one billion in 

2005 to 3.2 billion by the end of 2015 (IBRD and WB, 2016). 

The relevance gained by telecommunications today has resulted in the need to conduct 

additional research on: people who has access to them, if they use them, what they use 

them for, where and how they use them, and how that use impacts their daily lives. 

Additionally, modern society is aware that ICT/Telecommunications may cause inequalities 

in terms of development opportunities for countries, regions or areas, age groups and 

gender. In short, this can be described as the relationship between the digital divide and 

other socio-economic gaps. 

It is estimated that 60% of the world population does not have Internet access; around 2 

billion people do not use mobile phones, and almost 500 million live in areas without mobile 

phone coverage (IBRD and WB, 2016). 

A clear example of the exclusion of certain populations from ICT/Telecommunications is 

addressed in the Women's Rights Online, Translating Access into Empowerment report 
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prepared by the World Wide Web Foundation, which shows that women are 50% less likely 

to be connected to the Internet than men despite being in the same age group and having 

similar education and income. The report also states that, in spite having the same 

opportunities as men to own a mobile phone, women are three times less likely to use their 

phones to access the Internet (World Wide Web Foundation, 2015). The report also argues 

that the most relevant socio-economic variables to explain the ICT gender divide are 

education and age. According to this publication, women with mid-level schooling are six 

times more likely to have Internet access than those with basic schooling or lower. 

The ITU 2015 report “Girls and Women in Innovation” indicates a difference of 200 million 

fewer women connected to the Internet than men (ITU, 2015).  

Therefore, it is increasingly important to conduct studies that allow understanding the 

determining factors and implications of the gender digital divide. That is the case of Moch 

and Capdeville (2015), who argue that not only does the gender digital divide reduce 

women's access to productive tools and information, but it also undermines their 

opportunities to work and access services, thus allowing for the creation or widening of 

social, economic and political gaps.  

 

Access and Use of ICT and the GDD in Costa Rica 

As discussed above, the analysis of the digital divide has acquired great relevance in the 

agenda of international agencies, public and private entities, civil society and the media. 

Costa Rica is no exception: studies and initiatives have been conducted on the topic, as 

illustrated below. That is the case of CEPAL, whose “Women in the Digital Economy: 

Breaking Through the Equality Threshold” report revealed that in ten Latin American 

countries, including Costa Rica, women and men have equal Internet access, but women 

are at a disadvantage in terms of its use: their Internet usage rate is 8.5% lower than men’s 

(CEPAL, 2013).  

In Costa Rica, the Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications aims to publish the Digital Divide 

Index (DDI) annually, with the purpose of providing periodic, reliable and updated 

information on the state of the digital divide in the country by measuring access, use and 

quality indicators. However, due to limited data, breaking down the information by gender 

has not been possible yet. 

In 2012, UNIMER, a company specialized in market research, released a study titled 

“Portrait of the Digital Consumer”. It states that owning computers, mobile lines and 

Internet has increased over the years, but it has not entailed usage by gender. The study 

indicates that men use the Internet more often, as do people under 35 with secondary or 

university education (Red 506, 2012). 
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Finally, this study outlines some initiatives that are being implemented in the country in the 

public and private sector to reduce the inequalities in telecommunications access, use and 

appropriation3 by women.  

 

National Telecommunications Development Plan 

The National Telecommunications Development Plan 2015-2021, “Costa Rica: A Connected 

Society”, known as PNDT, defines the main actions to be implemented by the Government 

in the next few years to strengthen the development of Telecommunications and ICT in the 

country; this aims to improve people's quality of life by using digital technologies in the 

different activities in which they may converge. 

The structure of the PNDT is based on the definition and integration of three major pillars: 

1. Digital Inclusion, 2. Electronic and Transparent Government, and 3. Digital Economy. 

Specifically, in the first pillar one of the main program objectives is to reduce the 

connectivity divide in socio-economically vulnerable households, where emphasis is placed 

on granting subsidies for devices and connectivity to 450 female entrepreneurs and 

business women heads of household, as well as to 300 more women located in priority 

areas identified by the "Bridge to Development" program (MICITT, 2015).  

 

Strengthening Women's Abilities for the Use of New ICT  

In coordination with the Domestic Workers’ Association (ASTRADOMES), the Alliance of 

Costa Rican Women (AMC), the CISCO Networking Academy (CNA), and the Women's 

Economic Agenda (AGEM) Program, the United Nations Development Programme (UNDP) 

conducted the "Enhancing Women’s Abilities for the Use of New Information and 

Communication Technologies” plan between October 2007 and November 2008, with the 

goal of enhancing women's abilities.  

The general objective of the project was focused on closing the existing digital divide 

between men and women in the different socio-economic sectors of the country. It 

encompassed providing permanent training on computing to domestic workers, ensuring 

free access to diverse information resources available online, promoting the use of software 

to explore virtual spaces, and creating networks among the users, as well as fostering 

technical abilities for the installation and repair of software (Ordoñez Laclé, 2010). 

 

                                                           
3 According to Vargas (2014), appropriation means knowing how a certain technology works, how to repair it and how to 
use it for a more complex task.  
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TIC-as 

The Sulá Batsú cooperative has a project named “TIC-as Science Needs Us” (hereinafter 

"TIC-as") supported by the UN Women Fund for Gender Equality under its program for 

women's economic empowerment, which aims to create employment and working 

conditions within the ICT sector for rural women. 

TIC-as creates opportunities for women to participate integrally in the digital economy, 

focusing on rural young women with the potential to develop their technology-based 

ventures seeking to solve social problems in their communities. 

The project aims to benefit young women from four perspectives: communities, education 

sector, business sector, and political sector and is developed in the northern region of the 

country, working with young girls, teenagers, young students and professional women. It 

also works in partnership with public and private schools, universities, tech companies, local 

governments, the National Institute for Women (INAMU), and other public and private 

entities in rural areas, to enable women to participate in building the technology sector in 

Costa Rica. 

Among other activities, female hackathons are hosted; female students and ICT graduates 

compete to find a technological solution to social problems in their area. After registering, 

participants receive three introductory trainings and are offered advice and support by 

leaders of the ICT sector. Once the competition finishes, some participants continue to be 

part of the project, helping other women entering the project. 

They also hold activities with young girls, encouraging their interest in science and 

technology and inviting them to meet renowned people in such fields (Sulá Batsú, 2017).  

 

"Chicas Click" (Click Girls)4 

The Quirós Tanzi Foundation (FQT) “Chicas Click” program aims to provide young girls and 

women with opportunities for the design, exploration and development of technology 

projects, using programming platforms with which they can explore their creativity in a 

collaborative environment that promotes positive leadership and improves self-esteem. 

The program is developed at locations with public schools that have an Internet connection 

provided by the “Conectándonos” (Becoming Connected) project, from the partnership 

between the Ministry of Public Education and FQT. It is developed as an eight-session course 

                                                           
4 Information given by Mrs.Cindy Esquivel from Quirós Tanzi Foundation (personal communication, March 31, 
2017). 
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with a theoretical component and its practical application; in each session, a certain product 

selected by participants themselves is designed, built and programmed. 

“Chicas Click” is offered in ten schools each year, for a three-year period, in groups of 

around 14 and 16 girls previously selected by the school principal and a pedagogical adviser 

of the Foundation. The main requirements to take part in the program include: 

• That the girls show interest in programming, robotics, technology and construction. 

• Availability of the child's mother, a family member or tutor to accompany her and 

participate in the course.  

• To be in primary school, between first and sixth grade. 

The course is taught by pedagogical professionals of the FQT and by women who work in 

science, engineering, mathematics and technology. 

 

Cleverness to Build Your Future 

The Association for Leadership and Social Advancement (ALAS) and INTEL have developed 

a pilot plan called “Cleverness to Build Your Future” aimed at reducing the gender gap in 

the ICT sector by encouraging school children, especially young girls, to take an interest in 

engineering. 

The project is developed monthly by hosting mechanics, electronics and computing games 

in different schools and offers workshops for teachers on gender and technology (ALAS, 

2015).  

Thus, this study aims to provide information for the decision-making process and for 

initiatives that may be implemented in the country by the public or private sector or by the 

civil society.  

 

III. Methodological Approach  

 

This research analyzes the gender digital divide in Costa Rica from a quantitative approach, 

based on data provided by public institutions in the country. To measure the access divide, 

the 2016 National Household Survey (ENAHO) of the National Institute of Statistics and 

Census (INEC) was used. Concerning the use of telecommunications services, the data was 

collected from the 2015 Telecommunication Services Access and Usage Survey (EAU) of the 
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Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. Regarding professionalization, the data was obtained 

from the Q4 2016 Continuous Employment Survey (ECE) conducted by INEC.5 

The periods of the three analyzed databases differ because this is the only information 

available for the purposes of this study. Nevertheless, with the selection of the data, it is 

expected that this information will continue to be collected periodically to enable the 

traceability, update and replicability of this study. The analysis is based on the processing 

and interpretation of variables that allow for an understanding of the gender digital divide 

in three dimensions. 

Access data is analyzed using households as statistical unit, making a distinction between 

female-headed and male-headed households. Data on usage and its relationship with 

professionalization and production were compared in absolute values for each person by 

gender. 

In accordance with the information obtained from the data analyzed, there are 

representations of women as heads of household and as individuals. However, it is worth 

clarifying that with the available information, identifying the specific GDD relating to 

women who are disabled, indigenous, afro-descendant, LGBTI (Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, 

Transgender and Intersex), among others, is not possible; therefore, their implications 

cannot be specified either. 

Similarly, it should be noted that the data from ENAHO provides the necessary information 

to create a general map of the divide by household with men and women as heads; 

however, this does not describe how consumption practices take place in the household.  

Furthermore, the study analyses exclusively the use of mobile phones, Internet, and 

computers, as they are the technologies showing a more significant dynamism over the past 

few years Additionally, empirical evidence and prospective studies suggest that they have 

a greater potential on the well-being of society (United Nations Economic Council, 2013).  

The period selected for the analysis begins in 2010 and ends in 2016, as the study seeks to 

present an overview of how the GDD has behaved in a national context upon the opening 

of telecommunications in 2008 and the entry of Mobile Network Operators (MNO) in the 

country. The year 2010 marks a turning point between the opening and the entry of the 

MNO Claro and Movistar in the telecommunications market, which certainly increased the 

supply of electronic devices such as cell phones and tablets as well as services such as 

Internet and subscription television.   

                                                           
5 The ECE is used to obtain quarterly information and national data relating to employment and informal 
employment, socio-demographic and educational characteristics, insurance of the working-age population, 
their activity condition, employment and unemployment status, and income from work, among other 
variables relating to participation in the labor market.  

http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lesbiana
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gay
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bisexualidad
http://es.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transgénero


Access to Devices and 
Services



 

An approach to gender digital divide in Costa Rica   

 14 

IV. Access to Infrastructure: Technological Devices 

 

As stated above under the section Starting Point for the Analysis of the Gender Digital Divide 

in Costa Rica, this study refers to the GDD as the inequality in owning a certain 

infrastructure, device or service, as well as in the acquisition of skills and knowledge for the 

use of ICT between men and women. Additionally, the traditional analysis of level of 

income, education and territory must consider that inequalities are expressed differently in 

men and women; the GDD is not a process isolated from other forms of inequality.  

Under this study, the GDD in access is expressed as the absolute difference between the 

percentage of male-headed households that own a certain infrastructure, device or service 

and the percentage of female-headed households that own the same type of infrastructure, 

as follows: 

𝐵𝐷𝐴𝑖 =  𝑃𝑇𝑖

𝐻 −  𝑃𝑇𝑖

𝑀   

where, 

𝐵𝐷𝐴𝑖 : 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝐺𝑒𝑛𝑑𝑒𝑟 𝐷𝑖𝑣𝑖𝑑𝑒 𝑖𝑛 𝐴𝑐𝑐𝑒𝑠𝑠 𝑡𝑜 𝑎 𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛 𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒, 𝑑𝑒𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒 𝑜𝑟 𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒 𝑖. 

𝑃𝑇𝑖

𝐻 : 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝑜𝑓 𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 − ℎ𝑒𝑎𝑑𝑒𝑑 ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑒ℎ𝑜𝑙𝑑𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡 𝑜𝑤𝑛 𝑎 𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛 𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒, 

𝑑𝑒𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒 𝑜𝑟 𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒 𝑖. 

𝑃𝑇𝑖

𝐻 : 𝑖𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑒 𝑝𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑛𝑡𝑎𝑔𝑒 𝑜𝑓 𝑓𝑒𝑚𝑎𝑙𝑒 − ℎ𝑒𝑎𝑑𝑒𝑑 ℎ𝑜𝑢𝑠𝑒ℎ𝑜𝑙𝑑𝑠 𝑡ℎ𝑎𝑡 𝑜𝑤𝑛 𝑎 𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛 𝑖𝑛𝑓𝑟𝑎𝑠𝑡𝑟𝑢𝑐𝑡𝑢𝑟𝑒, 

𝑑𝑒𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒 𝑜𝑟 𝑠𝑒𝑟𝑣𝑖𝑐𝑒 𝑖. 

 

During the past twenty years, the transformations in ICT have made certain goods 

accessible to all. With the purpose of offering an overview, Figure 1 shows this trend for 

computers, mobile phones, and tablets. 
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Table 1: Gender digital divide in device access, in percentage points 2010-2016 

Device Divide 
2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Computer 7.1 4.1 5.6 6.6 6.1 5.6 4.2 
Mobile phone 4.7 3.5 3.7 3.6 3.4 1.8 2.1 
Tablet      5.1 1.9 

     Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
 

In terms of access to computers, there is a narrowing in the divide for the period under 

analysis; however, it still reaches 5 p.p. in average. Mobile telephony is another service that 

shows a significant reduction in the access divide for women, reaching 4.7 p.p. in 2010 and 

2.1 p.p. in 2016. Finally, regarding tablets, which were included in the ENAHO as of 2015, 

the divide narrowed from 5.1 p.p. to 1.9 p.p. in 2016. (Table 1). 

 

Figure 1: Percentage of households with access to a computer, mobile phone or tablet by 

gender of the head of household. 2010-2016 

 
  Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

As shown in Figure 1, upon comparing the divide in access to computers, mobile phones 

and tablets, in all three cases households with female heads have less access than men. This 

result is the first item showing the importance of breaking down the information and 

working with other variables which, in connection with the GDD, may contribute to 
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understanding the specific characteristics of access inequalities, focusing on the ways socio-

economic, education and region inequalities are articulated.  

 

Computers 

As stated under the section on methodology, the information provided by ENAHO refers to 

the access to ICT by gender of the head of household. Below is the percentage of households 

with computer access from 2010 to 2016. 

 

Figure 2: Percentage of households with access to a computer by gender of the head of 

household and the respective divide in percentage points. 2010-2016. 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

In relative terms, 38 out of 100 households with female heads in 2010 had a computer, 

while in 2016 the number was around 44 households. Moreover, in 2010, 45 out of 100 

households with male heads owned that device and in 2016 the number reached 48 

households. Thus, the divide in computer access for women in 2010 was 7 in every 100 

households and dropped to 4 in every 100 households by 2016.  

It is relevant to point out that the number of computers in households has decreased, as 

has the divide, decreasing from 7.1 in every 100 households in 2010 to 4.2 in 2016. This 
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decrease is largely due to the migration towards devices such as smart phones and tablets, 

which translates into a switch from fixed to mobile Internet.  

 

Gender Divide in Access by Area of Residence 

By delving into the characterization of the GDD in terms of area of residence, it is possible 

to assert that the geographic location of a household determines the access.  

It is worth noting that access in urban areas has been higher than in rural areas. According 

to the ENAHO, in 2016 in urban areas a total of 361,554 male-headed households (55.5%) 

and 213,840 female-headed households (48.7%) had computer access. A divide is identified, 

as households with female heads have less access than households with male heads.  

However, by analyzing the evolution, as seen in Figure 3, urban areas show a narrowing of 

the divide (from 11.3 p.p. in 2010 to 6.7 p.p. in 2016). 

In rural areas, 30,767 households with female heads (25.6%) and 88,381 households with 

male heads (30.9%) had computer access, showing a 5.2 p.p. divide in 2016. On that same 

year, no variation in the divide in rural areas is observed, as the 0.3 p.p. difference is lower 

than the margin of error of the survey; therefore, there is no sufficient evidence to claim a 

variation in the divide relating to access to the device in these areas. 
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Figure 3: Gender divide in computer access by area of residence, in percentage points 

2010 and 2016 

 
    Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

With no breakdown by gender, a difference in access can be observed between rural and 

urban households. By analyzing the data with a gender perspective several elements are 

observed. First, as previously stated, the divide in urban areas has narrowed between 2010 

and 2016.  

Second, the percentage of households with female heads in relation to the total households 

in the country is lower in rural areas than in urban areas.  

Third, rural households with female heads have less access to computers than urban 

households: 25.6% in rural areas and 48.7% in urban areas, representing a 23.1 p.p. divide 

in favor of urban areas (Table 2).  
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Table 2: Percentage of households with computer access by gender of the head of 

household. 2016 

Area 
Percentage of households with computer access 

Female heads of 
household 

Male heads of 
household 

National 

Urban 48.7% 55.5% 52.8% 

Rural 25.6% 30.9% 29.3% 

National 43.8% 48.0% 46.4% 
   Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC.  

 

This general description of the computer access divide by area should include the regional 

dimension: how does the divide behave by planning region6 in the country? Below is some 

relevant data.  

 

Gender Divide in Access by Planning Region 

The data presented in Table 3 and Figure 4 reflect how the computer access divide is 

manifested in the different regions of the country.  

 

Table 3: Number and percentage of households with computer access by gender of the 

head of household, by planning region. 2016 

Region 

Households with computer 
access 

Percentage of households with 
computer access 

Female 
heads of 

household 

Male heads 
of household 

Female 
heads of 

household 

Male heads 
of 

household 

General 
average  

Central 187,305  326,093  51.7% 57.4% 55.2% 

Chorotega 14,163  28,699  34.3% 39.3% 37.5% 

Central Pacific 7,048  19,747  25.4% 31.8% 29.8% 

Brunca 12,432  27,812  30.6% 37.9% 35.3% 

Caribbean Huetar  14,026  22,786  28.0% 27.6% 27.7% 

Northern Huetar 9,633  24,798  26.3% 31.3% 29.7% 

National 244,607 449,935 43.8% 48.0% 46.4% 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

                                                           
6 According to the General Regulation of the National System of Planning, there are six planning regions in 
Costa Rica. 
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Analyzing the GDD with a territorial perspective results in a map of inequalities that adds to 

the tensions between regions. First, households in the Central region have greater access 

to computers in comparative terms: 51.7% of households with female heads and 57.4% of 

households with male heads. 

In the other regions, as seen in the table above, the number of households with access is 

below 40%, being the Chorotega region the highest (37.5% of total households) and the 

Caribbean Huetar region the lowest (27.7% of total households).  

Regarding to the gender divide in computer access, Figure 4 shows that, in 2016, the divide 

in the regions reached 5.9 p.p. on average, except for the Caribbean Huetar region, where 

it was statistically null (-0.4 p.p.). In other words, no statistically significant difference in 

computer access in households according to the gender of the head of household is 

observed. 

 
Figure 4: Gender divide in computer access by planning region in percentage points. 2010 

and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

This figure allows for an analysis from a historical perspective. In comparative terms, in the 

Central and Chorotega regions, the divide in households with female heads narrowed, while 

in the Brunca, Central Pacific and Northern Huetar regions it showed a significant increase.  

It is worth noting that the Brunca region evidenced the highest increase, by 4.9 percentage 

points. The Caribbean Huetar region shifted from a higher access in households with female 
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heads (-3.1 p.p.) to equal access among households according to the gender of the head of 

household. 

 

Gender Divide in Access by Household Income Level 

By analyzing the level of income in households, a narrowing of the gender digital divide in 

computer access is observed. In the period under analysis, a narrowing by between 2 p.p. 

and 7 p.p. was observed, depending on the income quintile.  

 

Figure 5: Gender divide in computer access by household income quintile in percentage 

points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Note: Income quintiles refer to the classification of households by percentage according to their level of 
income. The 20% of households with the lowest income are in quintile I, while the 20% of households with 
the highest income are in quintile V.  
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
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Table 4 illustrates the divide in computer access in 2016 by level of household income.  

 
Table 4: Number and percentage of households with computer access by gender of the 

head of household, by income quintile. 2016 

Household 
Income 
Quintile 

Households with computer 
access 

Percentage of households with 
computer access 

Divide 
(percentage 

points) 
Female heads 
of household 

Male heads 
of household 

Female heads 
of household 

Male heads 
of household 

Quintile I 20,924 30,965 16.0% 18.4% 2.4 p.p. 

Quintile II 32,660 60,272 29.3% 32.1% 2.8 p.p. 

Quintile III 44,039 86,656 41.7% 44.7% 3.0 p.p. 

Quintile IV 63,529 115,898 59.8% 60.0% 0.3 p.p. 

Quintile V 83,455 156,144 80.1% 80.0% -0.1 p.p. 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

It is observed that the percentage of households with female heads with computer access 

increases along with the income quintile. This is a key element to understand the 

implications in the dimension of educational and professional usage of technologies 

(second level of the GDD). 

The GDD has an economic dimension that refers to access to basic infrastructure. However, 

this is not the only dimension. The elements influencing the existence of a divide also have 

a dimension of knowledge and development of skills, which requires digital literacy. In that 

sense, both the economic and the educational dimensions must be incorporated.  

 

Gender Divide in Access by Level of Schooling 

The data presented below shows the influence of the level of schooling of the head of 

household on the narrowing of the computer access divide.  

A first approach to the data obtained from the 2016 ENAHO shows some differences in 

access. The first one is that a higher level of schooling is associated with greater access to 

computers, irrespective of the gender of the head of household. It is worth noting that the 

same behavior is observed when making the analysis by income level because there is 

usually a correlation between the level of schooling and the level of income. 

When the level of schooling is university, it is observed that 84.5% of households with 

female heads have access. In male-headed households this is observed, at 87.8%. This 

results in a divide of 3.3 p.p. in access in favor of male-headed households. 
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It is observed that, when the head of household has secondary education, 152,821 male-

headed households have computer access (53.5%), and 73,963 female-headed households 

do (46.5%). This results in a 7 p.p. access divide in favor of households with male heads.  

In the case of households with primary education, access decreases to 31.4% in households 

with male heads (134,817) and 25.6% in households with female heads (65,235), resulting 

in a 5.8 p.p. divide in favor of households with male heads.  

In households whose head has no schooling, access is 10.6% for female heads (2,386) and 

8.9% for male heads (3,822). This is the only group where the divide is reversed, as shown 

in Figure 6; however, the difference is not statistically significant. 

In the other groups, although the access divide has been narrowed for women, it persists 

in 2016; nonetheless, in the case of primary and secondary education, the decrease is 

statistically insignificant.  

 

Figure 6: Gender divide in computer access by level of schooling of the head of household 

in percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

It is worth stressing that the narrowing of the divide in the period under analysis has not 

been equal for households whose female heads have secondary education (1 p.p. narrowing 

of the divide, although it is statistically insignificant) and female heads of household with 

university education (4.1 p.p. narrowing of the divide). 
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Thus, the variable of the level of schooling in the narrowing of the computer access divide 

in households plays a role, since the higher the level of schooling, the more the access divide 

narrows in households with female heads. This finding reinforces the argument of the 

multidimensionality of the GDD, which must be considered in the creation and 

implementation of policies with a gender perspective.  

 

Gender Divide in Access by Age 

For the study and analysis of the digital divide, age plays an important role. This is due to 

the generational differences between the groups of people known as digital natives and 

digital immigrants (Piscitelli, 2008).  

The latter are people who, being users of analog information and communication 

technologies (cinema, radio, television) and having made intensive use of printed formats 

(magazines, newspapers, printed books), must begin a process of developing skills that will 

allow them to understand and appropriate a media-related and technological ecosystem, 

where digitalization plays a preponderant role (Piscitelli, 2008). 

The former, the digital natives, are people whose technological experience is mostly digital, 

which guides their cultural, consumption, political, and interrelational practices, with their 

peers and with people from other generations (Piscitelli, 2008). This group, as well as the 

digital immigrants, requires formal and informal digital literacy facilitating knowledge and 

the development of skills in the digital field, which has permeated everyday practices, work 

performance, education, and leisure.  

It should be clarified that the distinction between digital natives and immigrants should not 

be considered in isolation, but rather be analyzed in relation to age and gender from an 

intersectional point of view that will evidence the voids that materialize the gaps.  

Figure 7 shows that, when analyzing the behavior of the computer access divide by age, the 

widest divide is in the age groups over 45, although there is also a divide for those in the 

range of 35 to 44. Furthermore, the smallest decrease in the period is observed in the age 

groups over 45. The segment of households whose heads are between 35 and 44 years old 

show a narrowing of the gender divide by 6 p.p. The norm in the three older groups is that 

the divide is maintained in households with female heads.  

However, in the two youngest age groups, a different scenario is observed. In 2010, male-

headed households in the 25-34 age group had greater computer access than households 

with female heads; in 2016, the situation changes, slightly favoring households with female 

heads. 
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The divide for the 15-24 age group widened from -0.7 p.p. to -8.9 p.p. in favor of households 

with female heads, which seems to indicate that female heads of household in that age 

group are more interested in having this technological device.  

 

Figure 7: Gender divide in computer access by age of the head of household in percentage 

points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

In sum, the computer access divide, analyzed from the age dimension, behaves differently 

in each group. In 2016, in the three household groups whose heads were older than 44, the 

computer access divide favored men by 6 p.p. Meanwhile, in the 35-44 age group no divide 

is observed, and in the two youngest groups, households with female heads have greater 

computer access. 

With the purpose of describing the characteristics of computer access in households with 

female heads under 34 in greater detail, Figure 8 shows the behavior of access.  

The first relevant conclusion is that all quintiles show comparative growth in computer 

access in households with a female head, both in the age group from 15 to 24 and in the 

group from 25 to 34.  
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Figure 8: Gender divide in computer access by income quintile of the head of household in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

It is worth noting that these two groups correspond to age groups which, according to the 

formal education system in Costa Rica, would be in secondary and university education. The 

question rises of whether greater computer access in households with young female heads 

is affecting the dimensions of usage relating to education, professional development and 

care in relation to male heads of household.  
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Figure 9: Percentage of households with mobile phone access by gender of the head of 

household and divide in percentage points. 2010-2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

The analyzed data shows that the gender divide in mobile phone access has narrowed, yet 

always in favor of households with male heads. This statement could be made based on the 

general household data by gender of the head of household. However, as argued in the 

section on computer access, understanding these divides requires an analysis articulating 

several socio-demographic variables to understand the complexities of the GDD, as 

described below.  
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Figure 10: Gender divide in mobile phone access by area of residence in percentage 

points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

According to data from the ENAHO, by 2010, 75 out of 100 households with female heads 

had access to a mobile phone in urban areas, while 83 out of 100 households with male 

heads did. In 2016, these numbers increased to 95 out of 100 households in the case of 

women and 97 in the case of men. 
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telephony than households with male heads and, by 2016, the divide was not statistically 

significant. 

The Brunca region is the only region where the mobile phone access divide is reversed. 

Households with female heads see an improvement in relative access to the device between 

2010 and 2016. However, it should be noted that the divide in favor of women in 2016 is 

not statistically significant. 

 

Figure 11: Gender divide in mobile phone access by region in percentage points. 2010 and 

2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
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Table 5: Gender divide in computer and mobile phone access by gender of the head of 

household, by planning region, in percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

Zona 
Computer access divide Mobile phone divide 

2010 2016 2010 2016 

Northern Huetar 4.1 P.P. 5.0 P.P. 0.5 P.P. 1.1 P.P. 

Caribbean 
Huetar 

-3.1 P.P. -0.4 P.P. -3.3 P.P. 0.3 P.P. 

Brunca 2.2 P.P. 7.3 P.P. 3.0 P.P. -0.7 P.P. 

Central Pacific 5.3 P.P. 6.4 P.P. 6.9 P.P. 2.1 P.P. 

Chorotega 10.6 P.P. 5.0 P.P. 1.1 P.P. 1.3 P.P. 

Central 10.3 P.P. 5.7 P.P. 7.5 P.P. 3.0 P.P. 

National 7.1 P.P. 4.2 P.P. 4.7 P.P. 2.1 P.P. 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

In the Caribbean Huetar region, the divide was negative for both computer and mobile 

phone access in 2010. Therefore, in both cases, households with female heads had more 

access to these devices. This changes in 2016.  

In the Brunca and Central Pacific regions, the computer access divide widens and the mobile 

phone access divide narrows. On the contrary, in the Chorotega region the computer access 

divide narrows, and the mobile phone access divide slightly widens.  

 

Table 6: Number and percentage of households with mobile phone access by gender of 

the head of household, by region and access divide, in percentage points. 2016 

Region 

Households with mobile 

phone access 

Percentage of 
households with mobile 

phone access 
Divide 

(percentage 
points) 

Female 
heads of 

household 

Male 
heads of 

household 

Female 
heads of 

household 

Male 
heads of 

household 

Central 362,352 567,858 93.9% 96.9% 3.0 p.p. 

Chorotega 41,244 72,938 93.9% 95.3% 1.3 p.p. 

Central Pacific 27,713 62,079 92.4% 94.6% 2.1 p.p. 

Brunca 40,643 73,358 97.4% 96.8% -0.7 p.p. 

Caribbean Huetar 50,124 82,555 96.4% 96.7% 0.3 p.p. 

Northern Huetar 36,625 79,340 95.3% 96.4% 1.1 p.p. 

National 527,346 905,620 94.4% 96.5% 2.1 p.p. 
 Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
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Gender Divide in Access by Income Level  

As explained in the section on computer access divide, the level of income is an important 

variable to describe the gender divide. In this case, as illustrated in Figure 12, the divide in 

access is differentiated by income level.  

 

Figure 12: Gender divide in mobile phone access by household income quintile in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

The figure above shows that, in quintiles II to IV, the narrowing of the divide is between 4 

and 5 p.p. between 2010 and 2016. However, for quintiles I & V the situation differs. 

Quintile I shows that, in 2010, the divide favored households with female heads while, in 

2016, it favored those with male heads, although the results are not statistically significant.  

In quintile V the divide was maintained: in 2010, 93% of households with female heads and 

94% of households with male heads in this quintile had mobile phone access. In 2016, the 

situation varies, with 97% of households with female heads and 98% of households with 

male heads having access to this device.  

According to the table below, for each one of the income quintiles, the access percentage 

is higher than 90%, regardless of whether they are female-headed or male-headed 

households, which may be interpreted as a high mobile phone coverage. Nonetheless, the 

gender divide is present in most income levels.  
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Table 7: Number and percentage of households with mobile phone access by gender of 

the head of household, by income quintile and access divide, in percentage points. 2016 

Income level 

Households with mobile 
phone access 

Percentage of households 
with mobile phone access 

Divide 
(percentage 

points) 
Female heads 
of household 

Male heads 
of household 

Female heads 
of household 

Male heads 
of household 

Quintile I 120,863 156,211 92.2% 92.8% 0.6 p.p. 

Quintile II 103,149 178,687 92.4% 95.1% 2.7 p.p. 

Quintile III 99,736 188,341 94.5% 97.2% 2.7 p.p. 

Quintile IV 102,404 189,813 96.4% 98.3% 2.0 p.p. 

Quintile V 101,194 192,568 97.1% 98.7% 1.6 p.p. 

National 527,346 905,620 94.4% 96.5% 2.1 p.p. 
 Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Gender Divide in Access by Level of Schooling 

The next variable in the analysis is the level of schooling, which contributes to explaining 

how the mobile phone access divide is evidenced in households with female heads, 

depending on their level of schooling.  

From the data provided in Figure 13, it is observed that in 2016, in all levels of education, 

the access divide narrowed in relation to 2010, especially in households whose female 

heads have university education. At this level, 98% of households with female heads and 

100% of households with male heads had mobile phone access.  

 

Figure 13: Gender divide in mobile phone access by level of schooling of the head of 

household in percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
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Households with women as heads grouped under the No schooling category were able to 

reverse the access divide in 2016 or at least equal the access in male-headed households. 

However, it is worth pointing out that the only group that does not surpass the 90% access 

are households whose heads have no schooling, where 83% have access to this device.  

Table 8 below compares the computer and mobile phone access divides by level of 

schooling. As stated at the beginning of this study, as of 2012, a decrease in owning of 

computers in households in general is observed, in contrast to an increase in owning of 

mobile phones.  

 

Table 8: Gender divide in computer and mobile phone access by level of schooling in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

Level of 
schooling 

Computer access divide Mobile phone divide 

2010 2016 2010 2016 

No schooling  1.6 p.p. -1.7 p.p.  4.9 p.p.  -0.5 p.p. 

Primary  6.1 p.p.  5.9 p.p.  5.4 p.p.  3.3 p.p.  

Secondary  8.0 p.p.  7.0 p.p.  2.0 p.p.  1.7 p.p.  

University  7.4 p.p.  3.3 p.p.  5.5 p.p.  1.2 p.p.  

National 7.1 p.p. 4.2 p.p. 4.7 p.p. 2.1 p.p. 
     Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

The lowest and highest levels of schooling are noteworthy. At the university level, the 

computer and mobile phone access divide narrows by 4 p.p. in the period under analysis. 

The group of households with no education is the only one where the access divide is 

reversed; it can be argued that it is inexistent. For the middle groups, the narrowing of the 

access divide relating to both devices is evidenced in similar terms, narrowing below 2 p.p.  

Although in households grouped under no schooling the divide seems to reverse or at least 

appear equal in terms of computer and mobile phone access between male and female 

heads of household.  

This comparison evidences the importance of the level of schooling in overcoming the 

computer and mobile phone access divide, especially if the level of schooling is linked to the 

level of income.  
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Gender Divide in Access by Age 

Figure 14 illustrates the behavior of the divide between 2010 and 2016, where inequality 

mainly affects households whose heads are 45 or older, that is, groups considered digital 

immigrants in theory.  

In households whose heads are 65 or older, the divide is wider: 7.6 p.p. in 2010, narrowing 

by 1.5 p.p. by 2016. In comparative terms, this group shows the smallest narrowing.  

Households whose female heads are in the 55-64 group show a narrowing, although the 

divide persists: from 6.9 p.p. in 2010 to 1.3 p.p. in 2016.  

 

Figure 14: Gender divide in mobile phone access by age of the head of household in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

In households whose female heads are between 35-44 and 25-34, the divide is negative, 

which means that access is greater in households with female heads than in those with male 

heads. This situation varies throughout the analyzed period, with a trend towards the 

narrowing or elimination of the divide.  

Finally, the group of households whose female heads are under 25 shows that the divide is 

negative in 2010 but positive in 2016; this means that the access divide is reversed 

unfavorably for female-headed households. 
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V. Gender Divide in Internet Access in Households  

 

Thus far, the behavior of the gender divide in terms of access to devices has been described. 

This section aims to describe how the GDD behaves in terms of Internet access in 

households. 

According to data from the ENAHO, presented in Figure 15, in the period between 2010 and 

2016 the percentage of households with Internet access increased from 25.5% to 64.9%. 

This becomes relevant when linked to the decrease in computers and greater access to 

mobile devices in the country since 2012. 

 

Figure 15: Percentage of households by ownership and type of Internet connection. 2010 

and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

By analyzing households with Internet access, noteworthy aspects are observed, as shown 

in the figure. First, a decrease is observed in the percentage of households with Internet 

access through a fixed connection from 92.3% in 2010 to 51.7% in 2016. This is not due to 

a decrease in fixed connections but rather to a relatively higher increase of mobile Internet, 

which is the main justification for the increase in household connectivity. 
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The second element that stands out is the increase by 29 p.p. in the percentage of 

households with mobile Internet access, which may be due to the opportunities available 

to opt for this service through mobile phones.  

 

Figure 16: Percentage of households with Internet access by type of Internet connection 

(fixed and mobile), by gender of the head of household. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

The figure above shows that in the period 2010-2012, access was very similar in households 

with male and female heads. As of 2012 the behavior is different. By observing the access 

to both services simultaneously, it is observed that female-headed households tend to 

prefer mobile over fixed Internet, relatively more than households with male heads. 

 

Table 9 shows that between 2010 and 2011, households with female heads had greater 

access to fixed Internet by 1 p.p. than those with male heads. However, between 2013 and 

2015 the trend was reversed in favor of male heads of household (4 p.p. on average). In 

2016 the divide narrows again, although it persists.  
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Table 9: Gender divide in fixed Internet access in percentage points. 2010-2016 

 Di 

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 

Fixed Internet -0.4 p.p. -1.4 p.p.  1.3 p.p.  4.7 p.p.  3.9 p.p.  3.8 p.p.  1.7 p.p.  

Mobile 
Internet -1.1 p.p.  1.7 p.p.  -1.6 p.p.  -4.4 p.p.  -3.9 p.p.  -4.1 p.p. -1.7 p.p.  
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC 

 

Although this study is not aimed at analyzing the differences between the different types of 

Internet services (in terms of providers or plans), these elements are considered for future 

analysis to identify their potential impact on access or choice between fixed or mobile 

Internet.  

 

Fixed Internet 

Fixed Internet is a service that, compared to mobile Internet, shows lesser presence in Costa 

Rican households irrespective of the gender of the head of household. As shown in Figure 

17, in 2010 Internet access in households through a fixed connection was very similar: 92.8% 

in households with male heads and 93.2% in households with female heads.  

The year 2016 shows a decrease in the percentages of Internet access through fixed 

connection by 52% in households with male heads and 51% in households with female 

heads. 
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Figure 17: Percentage of households with Internet access through a fixed connection by 

gender of the head of household and divide in percentage points. 2010-2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Considering that, to access fixed Internet households need a device, whether a computer, 

tablet or smart phone, it would be necessary to link this information to the general data on 

device access.  

Going back to the data on computer access in households for the period 2010-2016, Table 

10 shows that the increase in computer access is smaller than in fixed Internet, irrespective 

of the gender of the head of household. 

 

Table 10: Percentage of households with computer access and fixed Internet. 2010 and 

2016 

 Percentage of households 
with computer access and 

access divide in p.p. 

Percentage of households with 
fixed Internet access and access 

divide in p.p. 

Women Men Women Men 

2010 38.3% 45.5% 22.1% 24.9% 

2016 43.8% 48.0% 32.2% 34.4% 

Difference 5.5 p.p. 2.5 p.p. 10.1 p.p. 9.5 p.p. 
          Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
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Gender Divide in Access by Area 

Several findings were obtained relating to this service by area. First, in 2010 the divide 

between households with male and female heads was 1.1 and 0.4 p.p. in urban and rural 

areas, respectively. In 2016, the divide in both areas widened to 4.3 and 3.1 p.p. in favor of 

households with male heads. This result allows for several explanations: one of them is that 

the preference for this type of connection in households with female heads decreases faster 

than in households with male heads; another explanation is related to purchasing power, 

as fixed services are more costly than mobile services, which might have caused households 

with female heads–which have a lower income on average–to prefer mobile Internet.  

Another conclusion from the figure is that in 2016 the divide is wider in urban areas than in 

rural areas. This might be due to female heads of household in urban areas being more likely 

to access mobile Internet connection for their home without having to resort to a fixed 

connection. 

 

Figure 18: Gender divide in fixed Internet access by area of residence in percentage points. 

2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 
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Gender Divide in Access by Planning Region 

The access divide in households with fixed Internet shows diverse characteristics depending 

on the region where the household is located. Thus, Figure 19 concludes that in the Central, 

Chorotega, Central Pacific, and Northern Huetar regions, the divide in fixed Internet access 

in 2010 favored households with female heads; however, in 2016 the divide shifted radically 

and favored households with male heads. In the case of the Brunca region, the divide in the 

access to this service in the period under analysis favored households with male heads 

always, and it widened by around 3 p.p. between 2010 and 2016. The Caribbean Huetar 

region is the only one which showed an improvement in the access to this service in female-

headed households, to such extent that it is male-headed households that face a divide in 

fixed Internet access. 

 

Figure 19: Gender divide in fixed Internet access by planning region in percentage points. 

2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Gender Divide in Access by Income Level 

Figure 20 shows that the divide in fixed Internet access by income quintile presents two 

scenarios: households in the middle quintiles (II, III and IV), and households in the extreme-

end quintiles (I and V).  
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In the first scenario, the GDD favors households with female heads, and the divide narrows 

between 2010 and 2016, with a significant decrease in quintile III (5.7 p.p.) In the other 

scenario, the divide favors households with male heads; however, the situation is not equal 

in both quintiles. In quintile I, the decrease in the period under study is around 3 p.p., while 

in quintile V, the divide widens between 2010 and 2016 in favor of men.  

 

Figure 20: Gender divide in fixed Internet access by household income quintile in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
           Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Divide in Access by Level of Schooling 

Figure 21 shows that in households whose heads have no schooling, access favors 

households with female heads, and an increase in the divide favoring women is observed 

as well, since the divide reached 5 p.p. in 2010 and -12.6 p.p. in 2016. In households whose 

heads have a primary or secondary level of schooling, the divide is reversed, as in 2010 

female heads had greater access to fixed Internet, while households with male heads had 

greater access in 2016. At the university level, in 2016, households with male heads had 

lesser access to fixed Internet access than households with female heads. 

  

4.2

-6.2

-7.9

-2.3

1.4

1.1

-3.2

-1.2

-1.3

2.5

-10 -8 -6 -4 -2 0 2 4 6 8 10

Quintile I

Quintile II

Quintile III

Quintile IV

Quintile V

Divide

In
co

m
e

Divide 2016 Divide 2010



 

An approach to gender digital divide in Costa Rica   

 42 

Figure 21: Gender divide in fixed Internet access by level of schooling of the head of 

household in percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Gender Divide in Access by Age 

The GDD in fixed Internet access by age group undergoes changes during the period under 

study. In 2010, the divides were narrower than 2 p.p. except in households whose heads 

were between 35 and 44 years old, where the divide favored households with female heads. 

In 2016, the GDD reached levels around 5 p.p. in age groups from 15 to 24, 45 to 54 and 55 

to 64. In the last two groups households with male heads had greater access.  
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Figure 22: Gender divide in computer access by age of the head of household in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Mobile Internet 

As mentioned previously, since 2012, Internet access through a mobile connection has 

gained preference in households and more significantly in households with female heads 

(Figure 23).  
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Figure 23: Percentage of households with mobile Internet access by gender of the head of 

household and divide in percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

In the period from 2013 to 2015, the access divide between households with mobile 

Internet was around 4 p.p. in favor of households with female heads. In 2016, this divide 

narrows and 47 out of 100 households with female heads (171,672 households) have 

Internet access through a mobile connection, while 48 out of 100 households with male 

heads (287,951 households) use the same type of connection. 

 

Gender Divide in Access by Area 

An analysis by area shows that households with female heads have greater Internet access 

through a mobile connection than households with male heads. In 2016, regardless of the 

location of the household in a rural or urban area, women had greater access to mobile 

Internet. 
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Figure 24: Gender divide in mobile Internet access by area of residence in percentage 

points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Divide in Access by Planning Region 

With a more broken-down geographical analysis, Figure 25 shows that the divide in mobile 

Internet access by gender of the head of household shifted to favor those households with 

female heads, except for the Caribbean Huetar region, where the divide was reversed in 

favor of men. The case of the Brunca region also stands out, as households with female 

heads have greater access to mobile Internet throughout the whole period under analysis. 
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Figure 25: Gender divide in mobile Internet access by planning region in percentage 

points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 
 

Gender Divide in Access by Income Level 

By level of income, households with female heads in the two extreme-end quintiles (I and 

V) have greater Internet access through a mobile connection. Except for quintile V, the GDD 

narrows in all income quintiles, particularly in quintile III, where it reaches 6.7 p.p. 
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Figure 26: Gender divide in mobile Internet access by household income quintile in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
           Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Gender Divide in Access by Level of Schooling 

Households whose male heads have no schooling prefer mobile Internet connection, and 

the divide compared to female heads of household widens by 2016 (Figure 27). In general, 

considering the highest level of schooling obtained by the head of household, female-

headed households increased access to this service to a greater extent than male heads for 

the period under analysis. For example, in cases where the head of household has university 

education, 25 out of 100 households with female heads have mobile Internet as the main 

form of Internet access, while only 20 out of 100 households with male heads do. 
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Figure 27: Gender divide in mobile Internet access by level of schooling of the head of 

household in percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by author with data from ENAHO, INEC. 

 

Divide in Access by Age 

Figure 28 shows that in the case of heads of household aged 44 or younger, the GDD in 

mobile Internet access is higher in households with male heads, while for heads of 

household aged 45 or older, the divide favors households with female heads.  

 

Figure 28: Gender divide in mobile Internet access by age of the head of household in 

percentage points. 2010 and 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ENAHO, INEC.  

5.0

4.5

2.1

0.0

12.6

-1.6

-2.2

-5.1

-15 -10 -5 0 5 10 15

No schooling

Primary

Secondary

University

Divide

Le
ve

l o
f 

sc
h

o
o

lin
g

Divide 2016 Divide 2010

-0.7

-1.9

5.0

1.5

0.1

0.4

5.2

0.9

1.0

-5.4

-5.3

-2.5

-10 -5 0 5 10

15 to 24

25 to 34

35 to 44

45 to 54

55 to 64

65 or older

Divide

A
ge

 g
ro

u
p

Divide 2016 Divide 2010



Usage



 

An approach to gender digital divide in Costa Rica   

 50 

VI. Divide in the Use of Information and Communication Technologies  

 

As introduced in the Starting Points section of this report, the second level of the GDD 

pertains to the differentiated use of information and communication technologies by men 

and women. For that purpose, the 2015 Telecommunication Services Access and Usage 

Survey (EAU) was used, as previously stated in the Methodological Approach section.  

- For the analysis of this section, indicators are introduced to refer to different 

contexts in which the Internet is used. Uses related to family care, professional 

development and education have been analyzed:Political participation 

- Scope of family care 

- Education 

- Content creation  

- Interaction  

- Professional development 

These indicators are proposed by a study conducted in the Republic of Korea, which 

analyzes the gender divide in the use of ICT. Based on the above and the national data 

available, this report attempts to measure the GDD.  

 

Usage Divide in Family Care Tasks  

The first use analyzed pertains to activities relating to the scope of care, such as searching 

information on health and managing medical appointments online. As shown in Figure 29, 

a clear divide in favor of women by -4.1 p.p. is observed. This finding is consistent with the 

historical rational patterns prevailing in society to this day, where women are ascribed most 

of the tasks relating to care given to their families, particularly children (Batthyány, 2015). 
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Figure 29. Digital divide in the use of ICT for home care tasks by gender in percentage 
points. 2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

In our society, the division of labor by gender assigns roles to men and women in public and 

private life. Although women are increasingly accessing employment and education this 

change is not being observed in the domestic area, where women are still assigned all 

reproductive tasks: taking care of children and other family members as well as unpaid 

housework.   

 

Gender Divide in Uses Relating to Work 

A result contrasting with the scope of care is the use of the Internet for activities relating to 

the scope of work. As shown in the following figure, a divide in the use of technology by 

men and women is observed. The relevance of this lies in the fact that, although women 

are increasingly accessing the scope of work, a prevailing divide in the workplace by gender 

is observed: professional women engaged in care, education, health, etc., and men in more 

ICT-related areas. 
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Figure 30: Digital divide in the use of ICT for work-related tasks by gender of the head of 

household in percentage points. 2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

Gender Divide in Educational Use by Men and Women 

One aspect that should be highlighted about the results of this study regarding the use of 

the Internet with educational purposes is that a gap in its use in formal education and in 

general knowledge content is observed. These are aspects that are explained by the 

lifestyles and relational patterns that cause women to have less free time for it and, when 

they do, they address the needs of their children and the family in general rather than their 

own schooling (Figure 31). 
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Figure 31: Digital divide in the use of ICT in education by gender in percentage points. 
2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

Gender Divide in Use for Content Creation  

Content creation is another category of Internet usage where empirical evidence shows that 

men are more involved in activities such as downloading software, managing and sharing 

content online, and editing and storing files online. This is clearly shown in the following 

figure: the digital divide in the use relating to these activities is of 6.8 p.p. in favor of men. 

  

2.5

5.5

12.1

6.7

-15 -10 -5 0 5 10 15

Taking official online courses

Consulting Wikipedia, online encyclopedias

Reading or downloading online newspapers,
magazines, e-books

Schooling

Divide



 

An approach to gender digital divide in Costa Rica   

 54 

Figure 32: Digital divide in the use of ICT for activities related to content creation by 
gender in percentage points. 2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

From the figure above, it is worth noting that the usage related to updating and editing 

content online and to downloading software is where men's more intensive usage is clearer. 

Later in this chapter, it becomes evident that this result is largely due to a greater presence 

of men in more TIC-intensive jobs. 

Another highly relevant use of the Internet when analyzing the digital divide is in the scope 

of work, since it is one of the areas that takes the most advantage of ICT in this new era of 

information and communication for creating more qualified employment opportunities 

with better remuneration, as well as promoting ventures that impact people's quality of life 

(Katz and Ávila, 2011). 

According to the information gathered, content creation is closely linked to the categories 

of educational and professional use. Therefore, the category of Content creation should not 

be considered separately from the digital literacy dimension. However, not many studies 

are available in Costa Rica describing how the digital divide is influenced by digital illiteracy. 

Thus, studying this topic in greater depth would require studies of such nature.  
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Gender Divide in Use for Political Participation 

Empirical evidence shows that nowadays Costa Rican citizens use ICT, and particularly social 

networks, to participate in politics. Below is a representation of how the GDD behaves in 

terms of ICT usage in the exercise of political participation. 

 

Figure 33: Digital divide in the use of ICT for activities related to political participation by 
gender in percentage points. 2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

In this category of Internet usage, it is also worth noting the digital divide faced by women 

in the country when obtaining information from government institutions. This is consistent 

with previous statements regarding the effect of use restrictions and relational gender 

patterns, which have excluded women from public life.  

 

Gender Divide in Use for Entertainment 

Thus far it has been observed that the gender gap in the daily lives of men and women is 

reproduced in the use of ICT. This confirms the relevance of considering the GDD not only 

from an access perspective but also from a usage standpoint. 
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Figure 34: Digital divide in the use of ICT for entertainment by gender in percentage 
points. 2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

Figure 34 shows that men use the Internet for entertainment an average of 11 p.p. more 

than women. This is also in line with previous statements on the social patterns that cause 

women to enjoy less leisure time than men by assuming most of the housework load 

(Bonder, 2002). 

 

Gender Divide in Use for Communication Activities  

One of the activities most favored by the new information and communication era is the 

increasingly intensive use of telecommunications to interact with other people. The analysis 

of three uses. reveals that Costa Rican women use the Internet less to make phone calls and 

access chat groups, logs and news than men; in terms of interaction in social networks, 

almost no difference by gender is observed (Figure 35). As in the preceding categories, the 

divide persists, except in the use of social networks. 
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Figure 35: Digital divide in the use of ICT for communication by gender in percentage 
points. 2015 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from EAU, Vice-Ministry of Telecommunications. 

 

The preceding figure shows an implicit element: the uses of communication in the scope of 

work is where Costa Rican women face a greater divide. However, in terms of interaction in 

social networks, an activity which is not directly associated with a use of the Internet 

contributing to training human capital, no digital divide between men and women is 

observed.  
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VII. Gender Divide by Profession 

 

This chapter analyzes how the level of schooling and profession relate to the ICT usage 

divide, by employing data provided in the Q4 2016 Continuous Employment Survey (ECE), 

conducted by INEC.  

Employment is relevant when understood as one of the most effective mechanisms to 

mitigate poverty and inequality and–related to the subject under analysis–to contribute to 

solving the problem known as the feminization of poverty, defined as “poverty with a 

woman's face” (da Silva, 2016). 

Recognizing the importance of the previous statement, this study delves into the analysis 

of the different employment conditions in Costa Rican households where the main income 

is received by a woman or a man. The analysis considers variables in terms of level of 

schooling, specialization, activity condition and income.  

The first aspect for the analysis of people's employment status is their level of schooling; 

how does this premise work if analyzed from a gender perspective? 

Firstly, the level of schooling of men and women who provide the main income in the 

household is characterized. As a result, in general the differences in the level of schooling 

by gender do not exceed 3 p.p., as shown in Figure 36.  

It should be noted that, regarding higher education, the percentage of households with 

female heads is higher than the percentage of households with male heads, being the 

licentiate degree the most notorious case, where the difference in gender of the head of 

household is -2.18% in favor of women.  

Other university degrees favoring female heads of household, although to a lesser extent, 

are masters and doctorates (0.52%), teaching degrees, associate degrees and university 

technical diplomas (0.44%), and bachelor’s degrees (0.2%). However, these figures are not 

statistically significant, as shown in the following figure. 
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Figure 36: Gender divide by level of schooling or degree obtained by the head of 

household in percentage points. Q4 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ECE, INEC.  

 

Employment specialization is another relevant characteristic when analyzing the 

differences in employment status by gender. Households with female heads have an 

advantage over those with male heads in professions relating to education (28.1 p.p.), 

followed by those relating to social sciences, trade and law (4.2 p.p.). Meanwhile, in 

engineering, industry and construction, households with male heads surpass those with 

female heads by 16.1 percentage points (Figure 37). 
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Figure 37: Gender divide by specialization, by gender of the head of household, in 

percentage points. Q4 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ECE, INEC. 

 

The findings of the analysis on specialization of education by male and female heads of 

household are consistent with the literature and public opinion, which argue that certain 

degrees like those in engineering are more relevant and interesting for men, while 

specialties like education and humanities have been traditionally studied by women.  

In this regard, there is express interest to understand these social patterns, first, and then 

to take the necessary measures through public policy, education, civil society and the 

business sector to foster a greater insertion of women in more technical careers. This aims 

to allow women to benefit from the greater employment opportunities offered by this new 

era of information and communication. Moreover, there is potential demand from the ICT 

sector to include new perspectives in the technology and innovation process, such as 

women's perspective. 

Another relevant aspect in terms of professionalization is evidenced in Figure 38, which 
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a master’s or doctorate degree, the behavior is reversed and households with employed 

female heads surpass those where the main income is provided by men by 7.3 p.p.  

These results may show that the higher the level of schooling, the higher the possibility to 

find employment, especially for women. Furthermore, the idea that women need to obtain 

higher levels of education than men to avoid unemployment is implicitly reinforced. 

 

Figure 38: Gender divide by level of schooling/degree obtained, by activity condition, by 

gender of the head of household. Q4 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ECE, INEC. 

 

By analyzing the gaps in the activity condition of the head of household by specialization 

broken down by gender, it is observed that in programs of medicine and humanities, applied 

arts and sports, women show a higher level of unemployment than men. Moreover, only in 

engineering, industry and construction men show higher levels of unemployment than 

women (Figure 39). 
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Figure 39: Gender divide by specialization of labor and activity condition by gender of the 

head of household in percentage points. Q4 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ECE, INEC. 

 

The last relevant analysis focuses on whether differences exist in the income earned by 

households depending on the gender of the head of household, according to both level of 

schooling and the specialization of labor. Concerning the qualifications of the head of 

household, Figure 40 shows that, irrespective of the level of schooling, households with 

male heads receive higher income than households with female heads. It is particularly 

noteworthy that, in general, the income gap narrows as the level of schooling increases, 

being almost equal at the level of master’s and doctorate degrees.  
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Figure 40: Average salary in colones7 by level of schooling by gender of the head of 

household. Q4 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ECE, INEC. 

 

Another case analyzed is how the income earned by a household varies if the head of 

household is a man or a woman. According to the specialization of education, in seven out 

of nine specializations for which there is available data households with female heads earn 

lower incomes than those with male heads (Figure 41).  

It is noted that the two specializations in which households with female heads earn a higher 

income are services and sciences. Also, a significant gap between the specializations in 

medicine and unspecified is observed, where the income earned by households with male 

heads is respectively 29% and 75% higher than in those where the main income is provided 

by a woman. It is advisable to conduct specific studies to understand the reason for these 

                                                           
7 The name of Costa Rica´s currency is “colones”. The Exchange rate as of 2018/7/17 is 569.58 colones per 
dollar. 
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significant differences in salary and, based on those findings, take political action to narrow 

those gaps.  

 

Figure 41: Average salary in colones by specialization, by gender of the head of household. 

Q4 2016 

 
Source: Compiled by authors with data from ECE, INEC. 

 

In general, the analysis of the income differentiation by the gender of the head of household 

shows the existence of a bias in favor of men, which is a justified concern with significant 

consequences in Costa Rican households, where there is a latent lack of opportunities for 

women (“poverty with a woman's face”). Thus, these results serve as a sign of alert for the 

public policy, academia and civil society agendas, so that, from their scope of action, they 

may contribute to changing this reality. 
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This study offers insight on the evolution and characterization of the gender digital divide 

in Costa Rica in three different dimensions: 1. The inequality in the access to infrastructure 

and devices, using households with male or female heads as statistical unit, 2. The 

differentiated use given by men and women to ICT/Telecommunications, and 3. The use of 

ICT and their relationship with professionalization, comparing absolute values for each 

person by gender. By analyzing this data and consulting several sources, it is evidenced and 

supported that the GDD exists, and that the data analyzed provide input for the formulation 

of public policy with the participation of public, private, academic, and civil society 

institutions. 

As shown by the results of this study, closing gaps relating to social development is crucial, 

as these age, educational, labor, economic and ICT access inequalities converge and 

reaffirm one another. Regarding the object of this study, it is clear how socio-economic gaps 

between men and women persist and influence the gender digital divide.   

The study shows that the GDD persists, which is largely due to the existence of cultural 

stereotypes regarding the roles fulfilled by men and women in society. This also shows that 

these inequalities need to be analyzed and viewed as restricting women’s right to be active 

participants in an information and knowledge society. In this regard, differentiating the 

digital divide in access and in use is important, both in future research and studies and in 

the design of public policy and initiatives that address this issue.  

The information provided by the analyzed data bases facilitated the access to information 

on households, which in turn contributed to building a general map of women’s 

representation as heads of household or individuals and the existing divide in comparison 

to men. Nonetheless, because of the characteristics of these data, the GDD for disabled, 

indigenous, afro-descendant, and LGBT populations, among others, cannot be determined, 

and their implications cannot be defined either. To increase the reach of these instruments 

for the collection of information, it is necessary to include items that allow for the collection 

of this kind of data.  

While it is true that the data collected in Costa Rica to determine the existence of the GDD 

is scarce, occasionally outdated or difficult to access, this does not discourage different 

public and private social organizations from performing measurements that inform on the 

implementation process of initiatives aimed at narrowing the divide in the access and use 

of ICT from a gender perspective. Such initiatives, from their early stages to their 

implementation, evidence the existence and impact of the GDD. Nevertheless, it should be 

stressed that despite the efforts and affirmative actions, the number of women excluded 

from the benefits of the ICT and consequently from the information society is still 

significant. 
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The preceding paragraph calls for an interdisciplinary and interinstitutional articulation to 

promote synergies driving the country to continue working towards the creation of 

pertinent, affordable, and abundant data. This call is aimed at those making decisions and 

formulating public policies focused on women's social inclusion and adoption of digital 

technologies to enhance their visibility, availability of resources, and different initiatives on 

the matter.  

This articulation of public policy, government agendas, action plans and other forms of 

intervention must guarantee women access to and use of ICT, as this is an enabling element 

for them to access other systems such as education, business, labor, justice and society, 

which also contribute to eradicating social and cultural stereotypes around women in terms 

of access and use of ICT.  

Finally, to end the gender digital divide the policies required should not be limited to certain 

areas but rather promote ICT for women as a transversal topic on the different agendas. 
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