


Women Researching Women

Gateways to Technology-enabled          
Socio-economic Development



ICTD is…
• Information & Communication Technologies 

for Development
• Something we are passionate about 
• All about technology for social good in the 

developing world
• Multi-disciplinary: 

• CS + social science
• Tech work + fieldwork 



Did you know?

Illiterate women$1 Illiterate women



Why Women?



Context

• – Technology for Emerging 
Markets (TEM) group

• ICTD in the areas of: 
• Education
• Literacy
• Microfinance
• Health



Our Focus

• ICTD in:
• Education
• Health

• Women
• As researchers
• As target research audience
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Speakers



• 6th year PhD student – University of Michigan
• Background in Artificial Intelligence & Human-

Computer Interaction
• Interested in assistive technology and ICTD
• Dissertation research: Intelligent Notification
• Research intern at Microsoft Research India

Who is Julie?



Who’s Divya?
• 6th year PhD student at 

University of California, Berkeley
• Undergrad at University of Utah 

in computer engineering with a 
focus on systems

• Switched to HCI in graduate 
school

• Minor in public health, with 
special interest in international 
maternal health



Research Motivation

persuades improves

CommunityCommunity 
Health Worker



Power Dynamics



• Rural Orissa
• Tend to lack 

credibility in their 
communities

• Minimal training 
and education

• Difficulty mobilizing

Meet the Health Workers!





Who am I in this Picture?
• Had some insider attributes

• Look “Indian”
• I’m a woman
• Usually accompanied by trusted NGO staff member

• Felt like an outsider
• Don’t speak language
• Dress differently
• In totally new environment





Becoming an Insider

• Breaking the language barrier
• Personal home visits (accompanied by 

NGO staff member)
• Offered pick-ups and drop-offs
• Gave small tokens of appreciation
• Becoming “friends”



But Still…

• Comfortable discussing reproductive health…
• Showed some discomfort in the presence of 

male translator

• …but not very honest! 
• “Of course we take our iron pills!” 
• “We totally believe in hospital deliveries.” 
• “We go on house visits every other day.”



• 4th year PhD student – University of 
Cape Town, South Africa

• Background in CS & Psychology
• 8th year researching virtual, digital & 

oral storytellingand still digging it!
• A recent convert to combining 

qualitative & quantitative methods 
and incorporating anthropology & 
linguistics

Who is Ilda?



• LabourNet, an NGO that:
• Connects informal workers with employers
• Provides training at two “WFCs” (worker 

facilitation centers)
• Training Conundrum

• Classroom = boring
• Videos seem good, but expensive; content?
• A place for storytelling?

Ilda: Training Domestic Workers



• Attended LabourNetpilot 
training

• Identified bed making and 
vacuum cleaning as important 
skills

• Gathered ideas for video 
content

Ilda: The Research

Manju

Siddhi



Training Video, BollywoodStyle!
• Created video series 

with motivational and 
narrative content

• Experiment with 34 
LabourNet domestic 
workers



• Low-income urban 
dwellers

• Locally multilingual
• Schooling range of  

Grade 0 to 10
• Flexible, unreliable work 

opportunities
• Domestic worker careers 

of 1 to 25 years

Ilda: Meet the Trainees!



Meet me!
• High-income, educated, white foreigner
• English speaker who makes bad attempts at   

speaking Kannada
• Dropped off in a luxury car everyday toting fancy 

equipment (vacuum cleaner, video camera, tripod, 
laptop, projector)

• Had an unusual interest in bed making and vacuum 
cleaning



• Perceived as a knowledgeable 
outsider

• Comically lost in translation
• Breaking the ice, making chit-

chat
• While completing questionnaires 

and training

• You have a daughter? Er... I 
recently became an aunt!

Ilda: Anecdotes



• 3rd year PhD student – University 
of California, Irvine

• Background in Human-Computer 
Interaction & Engineering

• Interested in technologies for 
social change

Who is Nithya? 



Nithya: Information Diffusion     
in Slum Communities

• ICTD projects require assessment of 
information-diffusion

• In-depth ethnographic interviews 
• Identify key players
• Developed ViralVCD– low cost rapid data 

elicitation



• Working with women in slums in Bangalore
• Video CDs for educating about health & welfare
• Results: 

• Learned about  challenges faced in these 
communities

• Positive response
• Better understanding of information diffusion

Nithya: Information Diffusion     
in Slum Communities



• Migrants (1st – 3rd gen) from neighboring               
states

• Living space: 100-300 ft2

• Primarily domestic workers
• Age 26-70
• Education: none – 10th grade
• Monthly household income:                                           

Rs2000-6000 (~40-100USD)

Meet the Informants!



• Language barrier broken(understanding nuances)
• Being a woman = entering sanctum spaces 

(geographically and emotionally)
• Being a woman = easier opening-up of personal 

issues
• Winning trust

Leveraging the Similarities



• Being sensitive to the community, aware of my 
actions, and learning quickly

• Slum communities vs. Microsoft Research (PhDs, 
air-conditioning, excessive luxuries)

• Writing field notes forces reflection

Recognizing the Differences



Takeaways



• Design of ICTD projects requires:
• Needs assessment
• Recognition of researcher capacity
• Relevance to development

• Found women’s needs to be unique
• A promising design space
• Receptive to our research initiatives

Takeaways



• Leveraging similarities
• Trying to communicate in target audience language
• Sitting on the floor, wearing traditional clothing, 

sharing a meal, revealing genuine concern

• Balancing needs & maintaining fairness:
• You may want data/research ideas, but subjects want 

something to better their lives
• Set clear expectations

Takeaways



• From your experience, what is the role of technology 
in the development context?

• Can you give examples of instances in which being a 
woman put you at an advantage, and at a 
disadvantage?  How does this affect the data you 
acquired or could acquire? 

• How do you feel as a female researcher in ICTD, as 
opposed to CS? Psychology? Anthropology?

Provocative Questions



• Were there issues you wanted to address but could 
not , due to stigma or other limitations?

• What was the biggest surprise in your research?
• What if a man had done your research instead?

More Provocative Questions



Thank-you! Questions?


