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Abstract. Women face many challenges in regard to empowerment, especially 
economic empowerment. The United Nations (UN) has made a point in the 
Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) that work still needs to be done so 
women can reach some of the empowerment that their male counterparts enjoy. 
Traditional handicrafts are a rich part of indigenous women’s heritage and these 
women should be enabled to market these items to a worldwide audience of 
customers.  Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) can be used 
to help women accomplish this. With proper dedication, education, and 
training, women can reach a new level of economic empowerment, along with 
other benefits, by selling their items via the Internet and other ICT-based 
technologies.  
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1   Introduction 

While women’s economic empowerment has long been researched and worked on by 
governments and Non-Governmental Organizations (NGOs) worldwide, women still 
have a long way to come to realize the same level of economic empowerment as 
males.  In particular, women face numerous barriers and obstacles when it comes to 
setting up and running businesses. The United Nations (UN) issued a list of 
Millennium Development Goals (MGDs) in 2000 that strive to reach gender equality 
by the year 2015[1]. The UN and its members have made women’s empowerment a 
direct objective and ICTs can be used to help women achieve some of the 
empowerment many of the world’s leaders believe they deserve.  

Many women produce crafts that have been passed down through generations and 
can help them build “cottage industries.” These can help bring in additional income to 
their families, and in some cases even fully support them. One way in which women 
can gain additional family income and create more opportunities for themselves is to 
market their culture’s indigenous crafts using the Internet.  Furthermore, women can 
also use ICTs (such as mobile technology) to help purchase supplies, find markets, 
and gain information. This paper will first provide a review of ICT projects that 
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present case studies on the successes and failures of previous ICT-based craft 
projects. To also help better define the situation, issues regarding crafting, ICT use, 
and women’s issues will be defined. The conclusion will include suggestions to better 
help women advance their economic empowerment though ICTs.   

2   ICT Projects 

There have been many craft and ICT-based projects launched around the world by a 
variety of organizations to help marginalized women. Such projects may provide job 
training, web design skills, access to education, and opportunities to obtain 
microcredit. While some examples do not directly relate to craft marketing and sales, 
it is important to examine these projects since they help women build their businesses 
and gain empowerment.  

Women in many developing areas have been afforded new opportunities for 
economic empowerment because of ICTs. A very successful project was developed 
by the Grameen Bank which was founded in the 1970’s in Bangladesh, a very poor, 
densely populated and underdeveloped nation [2]. Under its founder, Muhammad 
Yunus the bank pioneered the idea of microcredit and developed multiple initiatives 
that directly helped women. In 1997, Grameen Telecom was founded which led to the 
“village cell phone lady” phenomenon. As developing areas lack the infrastructure of 
land phone lines, mobile technology has achieved higher penetration [3]. The bank 
would issue credit to a woman who would take a loan, purchase a wireless phone, and 
buy minutes at wholesale prices, which would then turn around and re-sell to her 
community for a profit. This model of owning and using technology benefitted 
communities in multiple ways. The “cell phone ladies” were soon making almost 
three times the national average income in Bangladesh, therefore better providing for 
their families [2].   

Maier and Nair-Reichert (2007) point out that ICTs are a “key solution for 
comprehensive development, poverty eradication and the empowerment of 
historically disadvantaged groups” [4]. The article also highlights the Grameen village 
phone project along with other successful ICT initiatives, such as projects that teach 
women computer skills, including desktop publishing at a computer microenterprise 
in Kasargod, Kerala, India [4]. This project provided women with IT skills, business 
skills, and networking opportunities and raised their confidence to better compete in 
the economy [4].  The authors highlight nine other successful ICT-based women’s 
initiatives and explain how they succeeded. It should be noted that the article reviews 
one project, a weaving collective in Guyana that was successful at its peak, but has 
been struggling in more recent times due to a “coup” by male regional leaders who 
felt threatened and took over the project [4]. 

3   Women Crafting in Developing Areas 

Crafting has long been a part of culture internationally and there are many stories of 
women participating in craft production (usually in collectives) to make money.  
These projects may or may not use ICTs to market their goods.  Examples of women 
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who have broken through traditional social norms and gained income range from an 
independent, unmarried woman named Mami in India getting funding to run a small 
craft-based company [5] to large weaving collectives in Morocco. Women have 
realized some great successes while making crafts, but there are also many examples 
of women who have faced enormous challenges.  Some projects get taken over by 
men who feel threatened by women’s successes [4], lack funding, or face an 
insufficient time investment, or the participants lack appropriate business training.  

It is important to note that one reason crafting has empowered women is that 
women are able to participate in craft production activities during periods of 
discontinuous time; women can create these often dismissed “kitchen crafts” when it 
suits their schedule. This flexibility is important since in many cultures women are 
responsible for household chores and caring for their children and/or elders.  

Women’s craft production is very important not just from an economic standpoint, 
but also from a traditional, historical, and societal perspective. It is unfortunate that 
some younger women are not always interested in participating in craft traditions 
today [6]; this phenomenon puts these traditions at risk of being lost. An online 
archive of craft items may be a way for cultures to remember their rich crafting 
history if the production of these artifacts wanes. Joseph and Narayanan (2001) 
suggest that crafts being prepared for the online marketplace need are cataloged [7].  
This activity creates a “digital catalogue” for a culture’s indigenous craft items [8].   

Crafting often gives information or insight into a culture; the artifacts themselves 
can tell stories. For example, during the Pinochet dictatorship in Chile, some women 
made what are called arpilleras. These three dimensional quilt-like wall hangings 
were made by women to express their frustrations with the political situation, often in 
terms of remembering a missing family member.  A common message displayed on 
these pieces was ¿Dόnde están?” (Where are they?) [9]. These crafts were dismissed 
by many as being mere “women’s work” even though many of them carried a 
political message [9]. During the Pinochet dictatorship, women made arpilleras in 
secret. Today, the political climate in Chile is different.  Women now sign the backs 
of their arpilleras with their names and often “AFDD” Agrupación de los Familiares 
de los Detenidos Desaparecidos (Association of the Relatives of the Disappeared) 
[10].  Today many arpilleras even depict non-political scenes.  Examples of the more 
“modern” arpilleras are easily found for sale on the Internet and they can fetch a 
substantial price.  There are certainly opportunities for women to market arpilleras 
online since these wall hangings are often popular in children’s room décor [10].   

Nonetheless, women face a variety of challenges and barriers regarding craft 
production and marketing. One hurdle that women face in some areas is that certain 
crafting activities are reserved for men only. There are cases of men being the only 
ones who are able to receive training in craft production. For instance, in Orissa, 
India, only men and blood-related women are able to receive certain types craft 
training from gurus [5].  

Middlemen also pose a tremendous challenge to women crafters. In non-ICT-based 
craft trade, middlemen are often able to take advantage of women crafters. According 
to Agnes Pala, a west Kenyan woman now residing in New York State, middlemen go 
into rural areas to purchase handmade crafts when women are most in need of money, 
such as when school fees are due. Since women are most vulnerable during these 
times, they may not even make back their cost on an item, let alone make any money 
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for their time and skills. As described in Goldstein and O’Connor’s article (2000), 
middlemen have long enjoyed an economic advantage.  But women can use ICTs to 
gain an advantage over middlemen by having access to more accurate pricing. In 
doing this, women can leverage better pricing and even eliminate some or all of the 
“layers” of middlemen [11]. 

4   Women Using ICTs in Developing Areas 

Giving women the tools to take control of both the production and marketing of crafts 
is critical to their economic empowerment. As Yunus (1998) said regarding people and 
ICTs, “They must be owners of that technology, not just its passive consumers” [2]. 
Many developing nations continue to face major technical barriers to internet access 
for all or some groups of their populations. Women in developing areas may deal with 
another major obstacle when it comes to ICT access: lack of access due to gender. ICT 
access can be a much larger challenge for women than men as many social and cultural 
factors limit women from using the Internet and other communication technologies. 
For example, in some cultures women feel uncomfortable in public areas, which 
restrict them from using the internet in public areas such as cybercafés [12]. Also, 
women do not have much time to learn and use ICTs. Women are usually the ones who 
provide domestic care for children and other family members and these responsibilities 
often leave them with little extra time to use ICTs to build a business or gain education. 
When women do have some “spare” time, that they may be able to use for ICTs, it 
tends to be in the evening when traveling to and from cybercafés or kiosks may not be 
safe [12].  There is also a lack of training and education for women in these tools.  Just 
as in Orissa India, where some women are kept from crafting, many women in the 
world are kept from ICTs [5].   

Many organizations and even governments are interested in changing the situation. 
As part of its MDGs the UN has raised awareness and to attempted to build policies 
around the importance of ICTs in gender equality. The UN strongly advocates women 
use a variety of ICT-based devices/modes to improve their lives and increase 
employment opportunities [13]. The more traditional forms of ICT, such as radio and 
television may serve as successful one-way communication methods, helping women 
receive educational content in their homes. However, for women to truly become 
producers and earn income, they need to both to receive and disseminate information. 
To fully participate in commerce, they have to retrieve information (e.g. get 
information about pricing) and send information (e.g. put goods online for sale.)  If 
women can use the Internet to accomplish these activities, they can expand their 
market though e-commerce. Increasingly, especially in African countries, mobile 
phones are becoming a valuable tool and supplementing the internet for commerce, 
which is referred to as m-commerce [13]. In many areas mobile cell phone technology 
is more available to people than computers. In 2007, 10 per cent of South Africans 
had access to the Internet via computers, versus the 87 per cent who had mobile 
phone service subscriptions [3].   

Mobile phones may not be a direct marketplace for consumers to buy finished craft 
goods, but they can be extremely powerful when used as a business tool by women 
producing craft items.  Mobile phones let women communicate with other business 
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people and get up-to-date information on fair pricing. On the grassroots level, mobile 
technology is also being used to disseminate information to women, especially those 
with less access to information than males [3]. Both e- and m-commerce can greatly 
increase women’s economic growth and empowerment; they both allow women to 
have access to training and market information, save on travel costs, get access to 
loans, and improve communication with customers [13].   

Not only can ICTs help women sell their goods, but the education regarding ICTs 
can give women the valuable skills they need to use the Internet and other media 
accomplish this. Women need education on ICTs and business skills. Distance 
education, sometimes referred to as e-learning or e-education, is a way for busy 
women to gain education. Some focus has already been placed on academic education 
since there is a wide gap in many developing areas. As of 2002, only 3 percent of 
students in Sub-Saharan Africa and only 7 percent in Asia received some form of 
postsecondary education [14]. Less-traditional students (e.g. adults) may benefit more 
from educational opportunities delivered via ICTs. For instance, in Brazil the 
Committee to Democratise Information Technology (CDI) created over 100 schools 
that teach students ICT skills. Remarkably, over 25,000 students per year are trained 
by these self-sustaining schools that depend on volunteers, limited funds and used 
computer equipment [14].  

Indigenous women crafters can also use ICTs to improve their craft techniques 
[15].  Resources available via ICTs can offer new insights, give advice for greater 
efficiency, and even offer training and instructions for making new crafts.  Craft 
traditions should not be divorced from modern life.  New craft artifacts can be created 
if women use ICTs to discover new and innovative processes and ideas.   

5   Bringing It All Together: Women Using ICTs to Market Crafts 

Women face issues of funding if they want to start their own businesses, especially 
businesses that depend on expensive ICTs. Accessing the Internet and other ICTs is 
expensive and may be cost prohibitive in developing areas. Funding and credit are 
essential factors to help women create these successful opportunities for themselves. 
In many cases, women can use mobile ICTs to gain better access to funding and credit 
sources.  

Microcredit and microloans have helped some create successful business 
opportunities over the past several years. The Grameen model has been implemented 
in different developing areas. There are also other cases of microcredit helping 
women run micro, small and medium enterprises in developing areas. Both 
governments and NGOs need to be involved in helping women crafters apply for, 
obtain, and resourcefully use the funds they receive. A challenge that women face 
even after they successfully obtain loan money is that after their businesses take off 
and become larger, male family members may take over the businesses [6]. There 
needs to be careful follow up and continuing education and training to ensure that the 
women who work hard to build businesses can continue to run them and enjoy their 
benefits. For example, in Malaysia women make up a smaller percentage of the 
workforce and an even smaller percentage of managers and employers. In the year 
2000, only 10.4 percent of Malaysia’s female population were employers [6]. Due to 
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this disparity, many government organizations have taken deliberate steps to create 
business opportunities for women. In Malaysia grants, credit, and other support 
services have been offered to women for over two decades.  Unfortunately, the grant 
programs showed low disbursement rates. According to Shah (2008), this was due to 
a low number of applications. Women were often overwhelmed by the amount of 
work that was necessary to secure the grant funds [6]. 

Credit is slowly getting easier for women to obtain, but it is still a challenge in 
many cases. Women can gain more access to microcredit and microloans if they band 
together and form collectives. Furthermore, as Pala (2010) mentioned, financial 
institutions need to keep moving in the direction of taking alternate forms of 
collateral, such as bicycles and rickshaws. 

Online, many existing infrastructures are already globally available to indigenous 
women crafters to allow them to sell their merchandise. ICTs can also help women 
crafters eliminate middlemen from their economic cycle and take full control of the 
income. Women can take advantage of the structures already set up on the Internet to 
market their crafts, such as auction websites and collaborative artist websites. 
However, it should be noted that these sites are not perfect and do have their issues. 
Sites such as www.tenthousandvillages.com, www.aidtoartisans.org, and www. 
novica.com offer opportunities for crafters to sell their goods. Furthermore, Aid to 
Artisans has a growing research agenda and offers business training, product 
development and market access to crafters. These preexisting sites and organizations 
already help women market crafts. It’s not always necessary to reinvent the wheel, 
and that is certainly true in this case. Web development takes time and specialized 
skills.  Indigenous women do not need to develop programming skills; having pre-set 
templates and websites will allow women to focus more on craft producing activities 
and business development.   

It needs to be noted that it can be difficult for women to start using preexisting e-
commerce sites, especially auctions. Women who are new users do not have the 
feedback built up and risk seeming untrustworthy to customers. Also, many western 
customers have specific quality standards. Pala (2010) said that she and other 
merchants using EBay for auctions and PayPal needed to have a large amount of 
money stored in their accounts to be able to supply rapid refunds to unsatisfied 
customers. Such a cash reserve is a determent to participation by most indigenous 
women. It is also important that international women crafters have access to 
trustworthy channels that offer secure financial transactions. Finally, women in 
developing areas may not have sufficient ICTs to regularly monitor results. 

Consider a fictional woman named Esther living in Kenya. She has extensive 
experience weaving baskets that western people like to use as purses. She wants to 
create a better economic situation for herself and her children by selling her 
handmade baskets, but middlemen have been taking advantage of her and have not 
been offering her fair prices. Esther owns a cellphone and has access a couple of 
hours a week to a kiosk computer. She has no money of her own to invest into her 
business, but does own a bicycle. What can she do to make a fair price on her goods? 
First, she’ll need some funding. She reaches out to a microlending organization that 
her cousin told her about. She does this by obtaining the organization’s phone number 
online, then reaching out to them on her cellphone.   Esther reaches an agreement with 
the lender by putting her bicycle up as collateral for a small loan that will allow her to 
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buy some basket making supplies and for items and services she’ll need later.  She 
has a delay before she has to start making payment on her loan and she gets to work 
making a supply of baskets. The lending organization sends her weekly text messages 
reminding her when her first payment is due. 

When it comes time to sell her baskets, the middleman is out of the question.  He is 
not even willing to pay her what she spent to make a basket. Fortunately, the lending 
organization she’s affiliated with put her in touch with a women’s crafting collective 
that sells African craft items on EBay. The organization loans her a digital camera 
(which she makes a small, refundable deposit on from her loan money) to take 
pictures of her goods. Esther then uses the kiosk computer to send her photos to the 
craft collective. A volunteer with the collective coaches Esther over her cell phone 
though the upload process. Esther also verbally dictates item descriptions to the 
volunteer. The collective then posts the images and item descriptions on EBay. When 
one of Esther’s items sells, it is her responsibility to send it out to the customer. The 
customers pay shipping and handling.  Once the collective receives the item payment 
into their PayPal account and Esther confirms she has sent the item, the collective 
transfers Esther’s money into her personal PayPal account, minus a modest 
administration fee that helps fund the collective. A critical part to all this is that the 
collective has money set aside in case a customer requests a refund. In a short time, 
Esther is able make payments on her loan, plus interest.   

This scenario demonstrates how women do not need to be technology experts to 
use ICTs to make money from their crafts. Pointing and shooting a camera, using a 
cell phone, and learning basic computer skills are all a women needs in addition to 
minimal literacy and her traditional craft skills. Modest startup funding from 
governments and NGOs can help make fictional scenarios a reality. 

While these suggestions open many doors for women crafters, there are still 
overhanging challenges. Language, literacy, and context issues remain in play. But 
with the increasing number of organizations that are offering partnerships these 
barriers can be overcome. ICTs are making the world seem smaller, and women  
can receive remote assistance from a global pool of volunteers. These volunteers  
may offer technical education and support and link women with similar interests 
together [16].  

6   Conclusion 

Women’s crafting makes up a small part of women’s economic growth and 
empowerment. However it has seen successes for the most vulnerable and is an area 
that continues to demand attention by governments and NGOs alike.  Excitingly, Pala 
(2010) mentioned that these opportunities can change a woman and family’s life.  
Women producing “kitchen crafts” that they once sold to middlemen can develop 
viable and profitable small and medium sized businesses.  Governments, lenders, and 
NGOs that provide business skill education and ICT tools help women take control of 
their finances, creating better opportunities for themselves and their families.  While 
there have been some great successes, there is still much work to be done to put more 
power into the hands of women and to meet the UN’s MDGs. Better understanding of 
the constraints on women’s use of ICTs can help. 
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