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Including a diversity of rural women in a communication technology access project: Taking the macro and micro contexts into account

Introduction

Community networking and interactive communication technology (ICT) projects based on feminist or social justice principles usually aim to include a broad diversity of community members. Groups often targeted include women, indigenous people, people of non-English speaking backgrounds or with low incomes, and people living in rural and remote areas. The inclusion and empowerment of rural people has become increasingly important in Australia as governments and community development practitioners seek new community-based solutions to the sustainability of rural and remote communities (Harrison, 1998). Many of these communities have experienced severe economic decline and a loss of services over the past decade or more. A further factor is the likelihood of a growing ‘digital divide’ between various social groups as access to ICTs such as the Internet and email becomes more important to work, education, citizenship, community development, and social activities.

In recent years, numerous projects and initiatives have been implemented that seek to build community capacity and to empower people and communities to improve their socio-economic situations and telecommunications services. Many of these initiatives focus on the use of ICTs for community development, and are based on partnerships between rural community members, government departments, industry, and university researchers. This paper presents selected findings from the evaluation of one of these community-based research projects: Enhancing Rural Women’s Access to Interactive Communication Technologies.1 This project was conducted by a Queensland University of Technology research team in collaboration with several hundred women in rural and remote Queensland and eight government and industry partners.2 The researchers aimed to include a broad diversity of women in rural Queensland in various project activities, including workshops and online groups. 

I begin by discussing the ‘politics of difference’ (Young, 1990) that underpins this research, and the key concepts: ‘diversity’, ‘difference’ and ‘inclusion’. I suggest that a comprehensive understanding of the barriers to women’s participation in ICT projects requires an analysis of macro level structural factors such as government policies and micro level contexts such as rural women’s work and family commitments. The feminist participatory evaluation methodology and the multiple methods that were used to evaluate the project are summarised. A statistical profile of participants in the project’s workshops and online groups is presented, followed by an analysis of interviewees’ comments about how well the aim of involving a diversity of women was met. The complex range of social, cultural, economic, technological and methodological issues and barriers that affected rural women’s inclusion in the project is briefly analysed. 

The politics of difference

The analysis presented in this paper drew on praxis feminist theories and methodologies. From this perspective, gender is a central structuring principle of society and social relations, which ‘profoundly shapes/mediates the concrete conditions of our lives’ (Lather, 1991, p.71). An important aim of this framework is to give voice to, and validate women’s needs, values and experiences, and to construct women as active knowing subjects in their own right. 

Critiques by black feminists (hooks, 1984), women in developing countries (Marchand and Parpart, 1995) and others suggest that feminist research and interpretation has often been biased towards the experiences of white, middle class women. Consequently, it has often not sufficiently considered the cultural, racial, class, status and other differences between women. Alston (1995) has also highlighted the ways in which rural women’s particular contexts and experiences have been excluded in urban-centred feminist theorising. A further issue is the tendency for groups such as ‘rural women’ to become defined in terms of their supposedly common attributes or common stereotypes. This means that important differences among women living in rural areas are often ignored or neglected. A key aim of my study was therefore to take the differences between various groups of rural women into account in the analysis.  

Diversity, difference and inclusion

While some researchers use the terms ‘diversity’ and ‘difference’ interchangeably, others imply that there are some distinctions between these terms. Drawing on the work of French and King (1998), the term ‘diversity’ is used in this study to mean the construction of particular broad social and cultural categories such as gender, status and age, while the term ‘difference’ is used to mean the multitude of differences that are embedded in diversity categories. However, I also use the terms interchangeably at times. The aim of my analysis was to take diversity categories such as gender, status, ethnicity, and age, and differences such as occupation, educational level and geographical location into account. I was, however, aware of the potential exclusions created by certain unavoidable categories of difference. 

The term ‘inclusion’ is closely related to the concepts of diversity and difference. In my study, an inclusive approach meant involving a diversity of participants and others in the research process, using participatory processes that sought to enable a diversity of participants to be listened to and heard, and acknowledging and including a diversity of women’s voices in the analysis (see Lennie, 2001). 

Macro level structures and micro contexts

An analysis of disadvantaged people’s participation in health promotion projects by Boyce (2001) identified a relationship between the social-cultural, organisational, and political-legal-economic dimensions of structure and the community participation process. Feminist analyses of the social and historical construction of gender and femininity also demonstrate the value of linking the micro context of household relations to macro level demographic, economic and cultural change (Connell, 1987, p.354). This suggests that a more comprehensive understanding of the barriers to rural women’s participation in ICT projects requires an analysis of micro level contexts such as the gendered division of labour in rural families and macro level structural factors such as government policies that advocate inclusive community participation processes.   

The Rural Women and ICTs research project

During 1996 and 1997 I was part of a team of six researchers and a senior research assistant, based at Queensland University of Technology, Brisbane, who undertook the research project Enhancing Rural Women’s Access to Interactive Communication Technologies. The aim of this project was to explore the current and potential impacts of ICTs for women in rural, regional and remote Queensland, in terms of personal, business and community development.  

The project’s feminist participatory action research methodology aimed ‘to develop and implement a participatory process which was inclusive and empowering for participants, takes the differences between rural women into account, and encourages women to take action leading to desirable change’ (Rural Women and ICTs Research Team, 1999, p.12). An ongoing process of evaluation (both formal and informal) was an important feature of the project’s methodology. In addition to various online conversation groups, project activities included workshops held in ten Queensland communities, regular audioconferences with participants, and a virtual conference. 

The project’s methodology was informed by a politics of difference, and as a consequence, a key aim of the project was to include and involve as wide a diversity of women as possible, particularly in the community workshops. While the researchers did not seek a statistically representative sample of rural women, they did wish to include:

women of all ages, and from as many rural and remote locations in Queensland as possible, and to reflect the cultural and occupational diversity we knew to exist in rural Queensland. We therefore aimed to include among the participants Aboriginal women, migrant women (particularly those from non-English speaking backgrounds), graziers and farmers, professional women living in rural towns and women living in mining communities (RWICTs Team, 1999, p.29).

Our aim was to attempt to make the process as inclusive as possible of a wide range of rural women’s experiences, needs and circumstances and to give voice to this diversity of experiences and needs. A further aim was to avoid reproducing the stereotyped image of ‘rural women’ as women involved with farming or agriculture.

The project’s local area coordinators were given guidelines for selecting women to invite to the workshops. As well as the above ‘types’ of women, the guidelines stated that the diversity aimed for also included women from different ‘socio-economic circumstances’, ‘educational levels’ and ‘levels of physical ability’. As well as leaders and representatives of organisations, women ‘not usually involved in consultation processes or whose particular needs are often overlooked’ could be invited. The researchers provided the local coordinators with lists of possible women to invite in their area. Some of these women participated in an earlier project by Grace, Lundin and Daws (1996) while other women were suggested by the industry partners. 

Evaluation methodology and methods

The ‘formal’ evaluation of the Rural Women and ICTs project used a participatory feminist evaluation framework (Lennie, 2001) that was congruent with the feminist participatory action research methodology used in the parent project.  The evaluation framework was informed by praxis feminist theories of gender differences and gendered power relations. The aim was to conduct research that was empowering for women, and enabled the development of feminist theories and strategies that are relevant to women’s actual experiences and lives. 

An ongoing, interactive, open inquiry evaluation process and multiple research methods were employed, including:

· Participant observations of project activities.

· Semi-structured, individual interviews with twenty-six participants and stakeholders (thirteen participants, six research team members and seven industry partner representatives). Of the seventeen interviewees who took part in the project’s online groups, eleven had also taken part in workshops, or workshops plus other project activities, while six participated in the project via one or more of the online groups only. 

· Two focus group interviews conducted via audioconference with five women participants in each (nine rural and one urban participant participated) 

· Analysis of the interview data using the NUD*IST qualitative data analysis program.

· Statistical analysis of demographic information on participants, using the SPSS program.

· Workshop feedback questionnaires that provided qualitative and quantitative data. This questionnaire was distributed to 89 women in 1996 and 75 women in 1997. Return rates were 77.5% in 1996 and 86.6% in 1997.

Selected findings from the evaluation

Statistical profiles of the participants

Around 350 community members, mainly women, had some involvement in the Rural Women and ICTs research project. Some participated in one activity while others took part in multiple activities, including workshops, audioconferences and online groups. Of those people, 151 women took part in the project workshops, around 130 women took part in a virtual conference and Internet workshops held as part of a Queensland Rural Women’s Network conference, and 73 participated only in the project via welink (women’s electronic link), the project’s major online conversation group. However, the total number of people involved in welink was higher than this because the figure does not include people who joined, then unsubscribed from welink.

The workshops and the workshop participants 

The aims of the workshops included: to understand rural women’s communication issues and needs, to hear about how they were using ICTs, and to share information and knowledge about ICTs such as email and the Internet. The workshops were held in the following diverse Queensland locations: 

· Atherton and Charters Towers in the North East

· Cloncurry and Mt Isa in the North West.

· Blackwater, Emerald and Longreach in the Central Highlands and Central West.

· Goomeri, Gympie and Lockyer Valley (Gatton and Laidley) in the South East.

Data on the workshop participants was mainly collected through the feedback questionnaire. Many participants took part in two workshops, while others took part in one workshop only. Demographic and other information on participants, collected in both years of the project, were combined to produce the statistics shown in Table 1 below. Data for each workshop group was also analysed and compared. 

The online group participants

Women, and a few men, living in both rural and urban areas in Queensland and in other parts of Australia, as well as some overseas countries, were members of the online group welink. This online group had its origins in a small informal online group established by the project and an online list established for a virtual conference. At the end of 1997, the welink group had approximately 112 members (106 women and 6 men) and, of these, 61 people were classified as ‘active’ members. Of the active members, 42 lived in rural areas and 19 lived in urban areas, and five were men. The welink group continues to be very active. 

Comparisons between the workshop and the online group participants

While the workshop and online participants are very different groups, the former being a fixed group on a particular day and the latter being an ongoing group with a fluctuating membership, some comparisons can be made between these groups. Table 1 profiles these two groups in terms of occupation, educational level, involvement in community and industry organisations, age, ethnicity, location and level of remoteness, and experience with using selected ICTs.3  

	
	Workshop participants
	Online group participants

	Occupation


	· 51% had a professional job

· 38% were farmers/graziers

· 11% undertook other paid work

· 24% undertook unpaid work

· 6% were retired

· 6% were students
	· 78.6% had a professional job

· 30% were farmers/graziers

· 7% undertook other paid work

· 18% undertook unpaid work

· 2.4% were retired

· 9.5% were students

	Educational level
	· More highly educated than average female population outside Brisbane
	· Generally very highly educated as a group

	Involvement in organisations
	· 73% were involved in more than one community or industry organisation

· 34% were involved with community or service organisations
	· 40% were involved with education, training and youth organisations

· 34.5% were involved with rural women’s organisations

	Age
	· Average age was 46

· Age range was 21 - 78 years

· 51% were in 40 - 59 age group

· 15% were in 30-39 age group
	· Average age was 41

· Age range was 20s - over 70 years

· 38% were in 40 - 59 age group

· 25% were in 30-39 age group

	Ethnicity
	· Majority had white Anglo-Celtic backgrounds

· 9 were Aboriginal and six were NESB women 
	· Majority had white Anglo-Celtic backgrounds

· None were Aboriginal and two were NESB women

	Location
	· 45% lived on a farm or property

· 42.5% lived in town

· 12.5% lived outside town but not on a farm
	· 37.5% lived on a farm or property

· 56.3% lived in a town or city

· 6.3% lived outside town but not on a farm

	Level of remoteness
	· 65.6% lived in town or up to 24 km from nearest town

· 12.5% lived 50 km or more from nearest town

· 8% lived over 80 km from nearest town
	· 75% lived in a town or city or up to 24 km from nearest town

· 18.5% lived 50 km or more from nearest town

· 13.2% lived over 80 km from nearest town

	Experience with ICTs
	· 37% had some experience with email

· 27% had some experience with the Internet

· 58% had some experience with audioconferencing

· None of the Aboriginal or retired women had experience with email or the Internet
	· 93.4% had some experience with email

· 86.5% had some experience with the Internet

· 52.5% had some experience with online discussion lists


Table 1: Profiles of the workshop and online group participants in the Rural Women and ICTs project

As Table 1 indicates, the majority of participants had a white Anglo-Celtic background and a professional occupation, or were farmers or graziers (or both professionals and farmers), and were in an older age group. A high proportion were involved in a community or industry organisation and their occupations indicated that many participants were highly educated.4 The majority of participants lived in a town or city or close to a town or city, and few of the participants were younger women or women over 60 years. 

The diversity of participants varied with the different workshop locations. Some locations had a higher proportion of older women and farmers while others had a mixture of older and younger women or more women in professional occupations. One workshop was conducted for Aboriginal women only. As Table 1 shows, there were differences between the workshop group and the welink group. The welink group was somewhat younger, more highly educated, and included more women with professional occupations, compared with the workshop group. As you would expect, a much higher percentage of welink participants had experience in using email and the Internet compared with the workshop participants. 

Perceptions of diversity and inclusion

Most of the interviewees were asked how well they thought the aim of involving a diversity of women in the project had been met. Responses to this question tended to reflect the diverse perspectives of the interviewees and their different understandings of the concept of diversity.  It was also apparent that the interviewee’s level of knowledge of the participants’ backgrounds affected their ability to offer an accurate assessment about the diversity of the participants and the inclusiveness of the project. 

Perceptions of how well the aim of involving a diversity of women was met

While it was not always possible to make an exact categorisation, comments on the diversity of participants were placed into three broad categories:

1. Comments indicating that the diversity was high (for example ‘there was a very wide cross-section’, ‘we got a good diversity of people’).

2. Comments indicating that the diversity was more moderate (for example ‘I think we’re quite diverse in our occupation’, ‘we did have quite a diversity of women’).

3. Comments indicating that the diversity was low (for example ‘I don’t think we had a diverse group of women’. Interviewees also indicated that they thought the diversity was low when they made comments such as ‘most of those who took part in the research were in my terms, advantaged’.

	
	Perceptions of the level of diversity 

	Interviewee group
	High
	Moderate
	Low

	Rural participants (n=11)
	7
	3
	1

	Research team (n=7)
	2
	(1 was ambivalent)
	4

	Industry partners (n=6)
	0
	1
	5

	Total (n=24)
	9
	5
	10


Table 2: Interviewee perceptions of the level of diversity of workshop or project participants 

As Table 2 indicates, the majority of the rural interviewees who commented tended to perceive the diversity of participants as being quite high, compared with the research team and the industry partners. The seven rural interviewees who indicated that they thought the diversity was high or commented that the project had been ‘very inclusive’ comprised four farmers/graziers and three women with professional occupations. These women had varying levels of participation in the project, from very high to low, suggesting that this was not a factor that strongly influenced their perceptions of diversity. Their comments included:

I don’t think we could have had a broader cross section in Goomeri. (Goomeri and Gympie workshop participant)

There was a very wide cross section represented: professional women, others in rural industries. There was a good coverage but some could not attend … The older women were able to come in contact with younger women. (Longreach workshop participant)

In contrast, five of the six industry partners who commented on this indicated that they thought the diversity of participants was low, while another partner indicated that there was a moderate level of diversity. Most of the industry partners were very clear in their assessment of the low level of diversity:

I guess that’s probably the main problem as I see it with the research. I know that we have made those efforts but I don’t think at the end of the day it’s, the group isn’t as diverse as you would have wanted it to be. I think that is a problem … (organisation 3)

Compared with the industry partners’ responses, the research team members’ responses were more varied. While four of the seven team members (including myself) indicated that the diversity was low, one was ambivalent about the issue, and two indicated that they thought the diversity was quite high. 
The type of women who participated were variously labelled: ‘advantaged’, ‘educated’, ‘more progressive thinking’, ‘activists in their community’ or ‘pretty networked’ by interviewees in each of the three groups. The many comments along this line included:

So the word sort of spread through the industry groups … ICPA and that sort of thing. So it’s the women who attend those sort of groups who have become involved. So it’s the more educated, the more community minded, the more progressive thinking probably. (Longreach workshop and online group participant)

Nine participants who were interviewed commented on the diversity of the welink participants. Of these interviewees, four farmers/graziers indicated that the diversity was high, three (two professionals and one rural student) indicated that the diversity was more moderate, while two (one urban professional and one farmer who was a feminist activist) indicated that they thought the diversity was low. A noticeable pattern was that the interviewees who indicated that the diversity was moderate or low tended to express somewhat more concerns about issues of social justice and inclusion than those who thought the diversity was high. 

Comments by those who thought the diversity of women on welink was high included:

Well I never cease to be amazed at the diversity of the group. I think it’s terrific. (Atherton workshop and welink participant)

One urban interviewee, who had worked on a major community development project that aimed to provide Internet access to low income groups, suggested some of the barriers to participation in welink that ‘disadvantaged’ women would have experienced:

I’d be happy to be proved wrong, but I suspect that the participants in welink aren’t from a really disadvantaged socio-economic background. I mean they have to be able to afford a PC and they have to be able to afford the access. So I suspect sole parents and unemployed people and potentially pensioners and other sort of mainstream DSS recipients, aren’t very well represented within welink. 

As with the comments on the workshop participants, several interviewees thought that the welink participants tended to be ‘empowered’, or ‘advantaged’ in some way, and some commented that they required a certain level of education and an ability to communicate well in writing to take part:

I think it is fairly middle class. One requires a fairly, I don’t know, a confidence I suppose in your own education and your own expression of ideas. (Lockyer Valley workshop and welink participant)

… all the people are articulate, they all can type. They’ve got access to telephones. So there’s a whole stack of assumptions. And their English is always good and often people have got time. So they’re obviously able. (welink-only participant)

These comments suggests that women with lower literacy and education levels, and fewer skills in using computers, may have found participation in welink more difficult than those with higher levels of education and skills.

Barriers to participation and inclusion

A wide range of interrelated issues and barriers related to women’s participation in the Rural Women and ICTs project, and in community consultation and participation processes in general, were identified. These issues and barriers encompass each of the dimensions of structure identified by Boyce (2001) as affecting community participation (ie social-cultural, organisational, and political-legal-economic). They include macro level structural barriers such as the cost of computers and telecommunications services and micro level barriers such as women’s family commitments and the limited resources of the project. For the purpose of analysis, these barriers and issues were divided into five broad areas:

1. Cost, access, training and support

2. Knowledge, interest, and attitudes to new technologies

3. Community participation and empowerment

4. Women’s work and family commitments and level of remoteness, and

5. The project’s methodology, methods and resources.

Some of these issues and barriers were related to participation in the workshops, while others were more specific to taking part in the project’s online groups. The barriers and issues in each category are now briefly discussed.

Cost, access, training and support

A key factor that affected women’s participation in the project’s online groups was their capacity to afford the equipment and software, and to pay for Internet charges and STD phone calls for their Internet connection (where they were distant from their Internet service provider). 

Due to their lower average income compared to men, cost of access to the Internet has been identified as a significant barrier for women in general (Office of the Status of Women, 1996). Cost was continually stated as a significant barrier by the workshop participants, particularly those living on farms and properties (where Internet access was often only available through an STD phone call), older women living on pensions, and young single mothers with limited income. A further barrier was the cost of training in the use of computers and the Internet. 

Another issue was that public Internet access was often unavailable in rural areas and, where it was available, it would have had limited effectiveness in enabling participation in the project’s online groups. A further barrier was the lack of technical support and appropriate training to get women online and effectively use email and the Internet. 

Knowledge, interest and attitudes to new technologies

Several issues and barriers were identified that related to the level of skills, knowledge and confidence of women in using new ICTs, and their attitudes to these technologies, that may have affected their level of interest, or their actual or perceived capacity to participate in the project. Some women (particularly older women or those in lower socio-economic groups) were seen as lacking an interest in or need for new ICTs, while others mentioned their own or others’ fear or concerns about using new technologies as a barrier to participation.

Community participation and empowerment

Several interviewees and others who gave feedback considered that other important barriers to participation were related to the problem of achieving community involvement, empowerment and ongoing participation, cultural and linguistic differences, and some women’s lack of skills, experience and confidence with community participation or consultation processes. 

Lack of involvement in community participation processes by some disadvantaged groups is an acknowledged issue (Cohen, 1996; Mosse, 1993; Sarkissian, Cook and Walsh, 1997) and several reasons for this have been identified. In the Australian context, these include cynicism that people’s participation will result in changes in policy, and not receiving feedback on the consultation process (Barclay et al., 1991). Some participants in the project’s workshops expressed ‘a degree of cynicism and scepticism about … government policies and commitment to rural people, and the attitudes of telecommunications providers’ (RWICTs Team, 1999, p.83). This type of attitude is likely to have affected some women’s decision to participate. This scepticism was particularly evident at the 1996 Cloncurry workshop during which many participants expressed anger and frustration about their lack of basic services.

Other barriers were mentioned, such as some migrant women’s lack of English language skills. Two rural interviewees thought that indigenous women or some NESB migrant women may not have participated because they were ‘more shy and more inhibited’. 

Women’s work and family commitments and level of remoteness

Feminists have identified women’s double burden of paid work, caring for children and domestic labour as a key factor in their lack of equitable participation in the public domain (Alston, 1995; Stacey and Price, 1981). Rural women’s multiple roles as workers, carers of children and other family members, volunteers in community organisations, or activists in women’s networks, clearly places significant demands on their capacity to participate in ongoing research projects.

A lack of time to participate, paid work commitments, family responsibilities and family health problems were key reasons why some women did not participate in the project. An additional barrier to participation in the workshops for some women was their level of remoteness from the town where the workshops were held. 

The project’s methodology, methods and resources

The project’s limited resources also placed constraints on the extent to which specific groups of women could be targeted and hands-on Internet workshops could be provided. The networks of the project’s local area coordinators affected which women participated, while the project’s focus on women may have discouraged some rural women who are wary of feminist initiatives. A further issue is that some women living in rural and remote areas do not identify as ‘rural women’ and may have thought that the project was aimed at other women.

Analysis of the results

The low level of involvement in community participation and community development processes by some disadvantaged groups has been recognised as an important issue (Boyce, 2001; Cohen, 1996; Mosse, 1993; Sarkissian et al 1997). One of the widely acknowledged problems with many community participation processes is that they ‘tend to favour middle class, articulate people’ (Sarkissian et al, 1997, p.23). This was clearly the case with the Rural Women and ICTs project. The statistical profiles of the workshop and welink participants indicated that the wide diversity of participants that was aimed for was only achieved in a limited way. The majority of the participants were of white Anglo-Celtic background, educated, in an older age group, with a professional occupation, or were farmers or graziers, and involved in community or industry organisations. The extent to which various disadvantaged women who were uninvolved in organisations were included in the project was clearly problematic. Few younger women or women over 60 years participated in the project. However, the diversity of participants varied with the different workshop locations, and between the workshop groups and the welink group. 

Citing Wallerstein, Anderson (1996) states that ‘to become involved in the change process, a minimum perceived individual power [is] necessary, so the most powerless are not the key participants’ (p.75). Many of the interviewees described the majority of women who participated as ‘advantaged’, ‘educated’, ‘empowered’, ‘activists in their community’ or ‘middle class’. In contrast, the women who had a much lower level of participation in the project, or who did not participate, were often labelled:  ‘disadvantaged’, ‘powerless’ or ‘from a minority group’. 

An interesting finding was that the rural interviewees tended to believe that a relatively high diversity of women had participated in the project, particularly in the workshops, while the industry partners and the research team tended to see the diversity as low. However, some contradictions in the comments were found. For example, one rural participant considered that the project had been ‘very inclusive’, yet also stated that those who took part had been ‘quite empowered’ and active in their communities. The results of the evaluation showed that while a high proportion of the rural participants were considered ‘already empowered’ and ‘advantaged’, many were also affected by social, cultural, economic and geographical disadvantages and had many unmet needs. These included the need to feel less isolated, to have more affordable telecommunication services, and to feel more confident and respected by others. These issues need to be taken into account.

Some of the rural interviewees clearly had very different perceptions of the terms ‘diversity’ and ‘inclusion’ compared with most of the research team and the industry partners. These differences appeared to be strongly related to the interviewees’ political and ideological beliefs and values. My analysis indicated that these differences were related to the interviewees’ degree of commitment to issues of social justice, equity and inclusion and the participation of marginalised groups such as indigenous women in planning and policy-making, and gaining access to new ICTs. 

Although the researchers were aware of the many barriers to participation faced by women in rural areas, it appears that the participatory methodology and methods used in the project and its inclusive ‘politics of difference’ agenda may have inadvertently operated to exclude certain groups of women. Some women with lower educational levels or less knowledge about technology may have found participation easier or more comfortable through other processes. A further issue is the extent to which some participants would have felt more comfortable sharing their issues with women who were in similar circumstances to them, or had similar levels of experience with ICTs. This raises the issue of the extent to which it is possible for participatory projects that seek to involve a broad diversity of women to effectively meet the wide range of needs, interests and agendas that such a diversity of women are likely to have. 

The aim of including and involving a wide diversity of rural women was clearly ambitious, given the limited time and resources of the project. However, two of the researchers thought the best strategy had been to ‘go where the energy is’. These interviewees, and others, considered that the women who were enthusiastic about new ICTs, and interested in actively participating in the project, were the right ones to have involved. They believed that such women would encourage other women in their communities, including those in disadvantaged circumstances, to become more interested in using new ICTs to meet their needs, or to give voice to their burning issues such as the lack of infrastructure to enable effective access. This view was borne out by the follow-up actions of some local area coordinators and participants. 

Conclusions and principles for women’s inclusion

This paper has identified some of the many complex and problematic issues that emerge when feminist research attempts to be inclusive, participatory, and empowering, uses new ICTs, and seeks involvement and action over an extended period. The participation and inclusion of various disadvantaged women who were uninvolved in organisations was clearly problematic. This suggests that further research in this area is urgently required to develop more inclusive community participation processes in the ICT area. 

Several of the issues and barriers that were identified were also found in other studies (Grace et al., 1996; Mosse, 1993; Office of the Status of Women, 1996; Scott, Diamond and Smith, 1997). However, most of the studies in this area lack any analysis of participants’ understandings of the concepts: ‘inclusion’ and ‘diversity’, or the social, cultural, economic and technological barriers to participation that different groups of women experience. 

Based on the new knowledge that emerged from this evaluation, the following principles for rural women’s inclusion and participation were proposed:

· acknowledging participants and stakeholders’ diverse and potentially contradictory understandings of the concepts ‘inclusion’ and ‘diversity’;

· fully considering the macro and micro level barriers and the costs related to participation that women in rural and remote areas face;

· being very realistic about the diversity of rural women that may be interested in participating in ICT projects and their interest in or capacity to access to ICTs; and

· using various strategies to avoid the possible exclusions that can occur when terms such as ‘rural woman’ are used. 

This analysis demonstrates that evaluations of rural ICT projects that aim for women’s inclusion need to take into account the diverse groups of women who were included and excluded. An analysis of macro level structural factors and the micro level contexts of community participation processes, and their impacts on women, also seems necessary to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the complex issues and barriers that can affect women’s participation and inclusion in ICT initiatives.

Endnotes

1. The Australian Research Council and the industry partners provided funding and support for this project.

2. The project’s industry partners were: Telstra Corporation, Pegasus Networks, the Offices of Women’s Affairs and Rural Communities, Queensland Health, and the Departments of Public Works and Housing, Primary Industries, and Social Security. 

3. Due to the multiple roles and activities of the participants, statistics were produced based on all the occupations and organisations the participants were involved with, which were listed by them. The total percentages of women with various occupations, and who were involved with various organisations, is therefore greater than 100. 

4. Data on the workshop and online group participants’ educational level was not collected. However, given that 51% of the workshop participants had professional occupations, many of them would have held a Bachelor degree or the equivalent.
 Given that 17.4% of the female population outside of Brisbane held a Bachelor degree in 1996,
 it can be concluded that, as a group, the women who participated in the workshops were substantially more educated than the average female population living outside Brisbane. Similar assumptions can be validly made about the online group participants. Based on information that the online participants provided about their occupations and educational qualifications, they were considered to be more highly educated than the workshop group.
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