
 

  

Mobile Phone Utilization in Women’s  
Community-Based Organizations  

to Promote Empowerment  

 

 

 

 

 

 

FRIDA WIKMAN 
 

 

 

  

Master of Science Thesis 

Stockholm, Sweden 2016 

 

 



 

  

Användning av mobiltelefoner  

i kvinnors gemenskapsbaserade 
organisationer för att främja egenmakt 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FRIDA WIKMAN 

 

 

  

Examensarbete 

Stockholm, Sverige 2016 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Användning av mobiltelefoner  
i kvinnors gemenskapsbaserade 

organisationer för att främja egenmakt 
 
 
 

Frida Wikman 
 
 
 
 

Examensarbete INDEK 2016:109  

KTH Industriell teknik och management 

Industriell ekonomi och organisation 

SE-100 44  STOCKHOLM 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Mobile Phone Utilization in Women’s  
Community-Based Organizations  

to Promote Empowerment 
 
 
 

Frida Wikman 
 
 
 
 

Master of Science Thesis INDEK 2016:109 

KTH Industrial Engineering and Management 

Industrial Management 

SE-100 44  STOCKHOLM 
 



 

 
 

 Examensarbete  INDEK 2016:109  

 

Användning av mobiltelefoner i kvinnors 
gemenskapsbaserade organisationer för att 

främja egenmakt 

   
  Frida Wikman 

 

Godkänt 

2016-06-01 

Examinator 

Monica Lindgren 

Handledare 

Anna Wahl 

 

Sammanfattning 

Det finns ett ökat intresse för gemenskapsbaserade organisationer då de visat sig 

vara bättre än andra utvecklingsorganisationer i sitt sätt att främja egenmakt. Även 

informations- och kommunikationsteknologi (IKT) har på senare tid visat sig vara 

ett kraftfullt verktyg för utveckling. I strävan mot att öka kvinnors egenmakt är det 

därför av intresse att studera gemenskapsbaserade organisationer och IKT, och hur 

dessa kan kombineras för att komma framåt. Syftet med denna uppsats är att 

undersöka hur mobiltelefoner kan användas i kvinnors gemenskapsbaserade 

organisationer för att främja egenmakt, utfört i form av en fallstudie på en 

gemenskapsbaserad organisation för kvinnor i Bangalore, Indien.  

Studien visar att de främsta organisatoriska egenskaperna som främjar egenmakt i 

dessa organisationer är delaktighet och känsla av samhörighet. Mobiltelefoner kan 

användas som ett verktyg för att främja dessa egenskaper. Studien visar dock att 

den digitala klyftan och de risker som kvinnor möter vid användande av IKT också 

har organisatoriska konsekvenser som organisationerna måste ta hänsyn till vid 

användande av IKT. 
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Abstract 

There is a growing recognition that community-based organizations (CBOs) show 

greater success than other development organizations in promoting empowerment. 

It has also been acknowledged that information and communication technology 

(ICT) can be a powerful tool for development. In pursuit of empowerment of 

women, there is an interest to further study CBOs and ICT, and how they can be 

combined to take further steps forward. The purpose of this thesis is to investigate 

how mobile phones can be utilized in women's community-based organizations to 

promote empowerment, conducted as a case study on a women's CBO in 

Bangalore, India. 

The study shows that the main organizational characteristics that promote 

empowerment in CBOs are the participatory approach and the fostering of sense of 

community. Mobile phones constitute a valuable tool for enhancing these 

characteristics. However, the study also shows that the digital gender divide and 

ICT related risks that women face also have organizational implications that have 

to be considered by CBOs when utilizing ICT. 
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Chapter 1. Introduction

1 Introduction

1.1 Background

If there is one message that echoes forth from this conference, let it be that human
rights are women’s rights and women’s rights are human rights once and for all. Let
us not forget that among those rights are the right to speak freely - and the right to

be heard.

- Hillary Clinton (1995)

Gender inequality is still deep-rooted in our society. Women face lack of access to
decent work, occupational segregation and wage gaps, are often denied basic education
and health care, labor under violence and discrimination and are under-represented in
political and economic decision-making processes (United Nations, 2016a). The more
than 20 year old quote by Clinton is, in fact, still relevant. However, there are those
striving for changing power structures, often in the form of civil society organizations,
initiatives and movements (Edwards, 2012), and it would not be fair to say that we
are not moving forward. Actually, great steps are taken for achieving gender equality,
and a lot of them are thanks to the strength of collective action.

Civil society and its different forms of collective actions are attributable to much
of successful challenging of power structures. There are many, though, starting to
acknowledge that power structures are evident within civil society too (Naidoo and
Borren, 2014), and that there is a need to put development in the hands of those who
are targeted (Banks and Hulme, 2012). During the last two decades, community-based
organizations have emerged all around the world, using bottom-up approaches, having
strong grassroots connections and showing the benefits of being truly participatory
in decision-making (UN-Habitat, 2008).

In addition to the appraisal for community-based approaches, we can see that
there is a growing acknowledgement that information and communication technology
(ICT) is an effective tool for development (NetHope, 2015), and empowerment of
women in particular (United Nations, 2005). Mobile phones are considered to be a
particularly cost-effective tool (GSMA, 2015). In pursuit of empowerment of women,
there is an interest to further investigate CBOs and mobile phones, and how they can
be combined to take further steps forward.

1.2 Problem Statement

Despite the growing recognition of CBOs as succesful collective actions for change,
there is still a gap in organizational studies on CBOs. In particular, there is an abs-
cence of research on how their particular organizational characteristics can promote
empowerment. Additionally, the field of ICT can be considered well-studied regarding
individual applications and benefits, but there is a gap in research on organizational
utilization of ICT for development.

In addition to this, it has come to show that there exists a digital gender divide as
well as risks related to ICT that women face (Sida, 2015). In order for community-
based organizations to benefit from ICT utilization, the organizational implications
of the digital gender divide and ICT related risks have to be investigated.

1.3 Purpose

The purpose of this paper is to investigate how mobile phones can promote women’s
empowerment in the context of community-based organizations targeting women.

1
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1.4 Research Question

Main RQ: How can mobile phones be utilized in women’s community-based organi-
zations to promote empowerment?

RQ1: How do community-based organization promote women’s empowerment?

RQ2: What role can mobile phones play in community-based organizations?

RQ3: What barriers are there for the organizations in utilizing mobile phones?

2



Chapter 2. Literature review

2 Literature review

2.1 Introduction

To begin with, some background information on civil society will be presented, de-
scribing its role in society, what different organizations that are operating under
its banner and the achievements that are attributable to it. This will be followed
by discussing the challenges civil society face, in particular those related to power
structures. These, it seems, are not only challenged by civil society, but are also
evident within it. Then, current literature on community-based organizations will
be reviewed, giving an understanding on how they distinguish themselves from other
organizations of civil society in terms of organizational characteristics, and which
benefits the community-based model show. In addition to this, the typical challenges
of CBOs will be presented.

To further develop the theoretical framework for analyzing women’s CBOs, theory
on women’s mobilization will be discussed, presenting similarities with theory on
CBOs as well as adding useful approaches to the framework from gender research on
women’s collective action for change. This will be followed by presenting a framework
on the forms, spaces and places of power, as well as theory on the relations of power
and the different forms of empowerment. This will give a deeper understanding on
power structures can be challenged.

Finally, a review of current research on information and communication technology
for development (ICT4D) will be conducted. The reasons behind the great appraisal
for ICT as a tool for development will be discussed, as well as how ICT can be
used for women’s empowerment. Former research on organizational applications of
ICT4D will be presented, resulting in a framework for further analysis on how ICT can
affect and benefit spaces for changing power structures. Last but least, ICT4D will
be problematized, discussing the digital gender divide and ICT related risks women
face.

2.2 Civil Society

2.2.1 The Third Sector of Society

Civil society, often described as a third sector alongside the state and the market, can
be said to provide frames and spaces in which individuals can combine their agency
and imagination and take collective action to advance their shared interests (Edwards,
2012). These shared interests can both be aiming at enhancing the common good of
all society or the benefit of a minority group (Naidoo and Borren, 2014).

Glasius (2010) identifies five different connotations of civil society:

– Social capital. By frequent association with each other and repeatedly meeting
each others expectations, trust is built up. Through this, collective problems
can be solved and the well-being of the community and its citizens is improved.

– Active in public affairs. Representing people’s will to engage in public affairs
for the common good.

– Non-violent. Constituting resistance to violence and an appreciation for resolv-
ing conflicts without the use of force.

– Fostering public debate. With this view, civil society is the public sphere, and
citizens debate each other through media and venues of public debate, proposing
different ideas for the public good. These debates generate policy proposals
which affect formal politics.

3
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– Counter-hegemony. Formulating and spreading ideologies challenging current
power structures, through media, churches, associations or trade unions.

There is a constant debate on which operations civil society does as well as should
put emphasis on, as well as where it fails to act (Murphy, 2014). One prominent view
is that civil society simply is a service provider delivering the services more effectively
and efficiently than the state (Glasius, 2010) as a result of ”market failure” (Edwards,
2012). Others see it as the ground from which to challenge the current situation and
power structures (Edwards, 2012). In addition to these views, there are several others.
This paper will not go into detail on this debate, nor take a stand, but only view civil
society as covering all of these aspects through its numerous different organizations,
movements and initiatives.

2.2.2 Taking Different Forms

Civil society can be viewed and analyzed from many different perspectives, be it as a
part of society (consisting of voluntary associations), as a kind of society (constituted
by social norms), as a space for citizen action (the public sphere) and more (Edwards,
2012). However, in this paper, the focus will be on the forms of civil society, seeing it
as a platform for different kinds of voluntary and quasi-voluntary organizations. From
this point of view, civil society comprises of a great range of entities, distinguishing
themselves from each other in terms of size, purpose, levels of formality and more.
Examples of organizations are advocacy and development non-governmental organiza-
tions (NGOs), labor unions, social movements, community-based or grassroots orga-
nizations and formally registered nonprofits, as well as many others (Edwards, 2012).
Purposes vary widely, targeting causes related to sport, culture, indigenous and reli-
gious identity, labor, youth, human rights and more (Naidoo and Borren, 2014). The
entities also operate on different levels, from local community-based projects such as
a farmer’s collective, to global organizations such as Greenpeace (Power Pack, 2011).
The organizations work on a not-for-profit basis and often target lower income groups
(Edwards, 2012).

2.2.3 Achievements

Civil society is attributable to much of the development of our society, particularly in
areas where participatory democracy and citizen’s freedom of association cannot be
taken for granted. Civil society makes an impact by improving democracy, through
individual development, public deliberation and representation, and sites of collective
action (Warren, 2012). It also has an effect on market related issues, being one
of the drivers for the development of codes of conduct by companies, stock exchange
listing requirements and more (Zadek, 2012). Not always easily identified, civil society
gains success in poverty reduction by creating hope and changing the mindset of the
poor, enabling them to voice their demands for well-being and justice (Ibrahim and
Hulme, 2012). Also, nonprofit NGOs and CBOs are to be given credit, directly or
indirectly, for many of the most significant developments in public and individual
health. These organizations are often the first to bring attention to health related
issues (Stachowiak, 2010). Olafsdotter et al (2014) suggest that a strong civil society
may be particularly beneficial to vulnerable populations. All in all, civil society can be
considered to solve collective problems, increase well-being, contribute to the public
good, have positive impact on democracy and challenge current power structures in
society (Glasius, 2010).

2.2.4 Challenges

While striving for a better world, civil society undoubtedly faces challenges. Along
the way, there are governments claiming that they alone can work for the common
good, labeling human rights actions as subversive to political or national interests.
This often results in reduction of information, obstacles to funding and limitations of
freedom of speech and assembly.

4
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Another great challenge is the fact that, while questioning the status quo, civil
society itself does not go unaffected of current power structures in the world in which
it operates - the patterns of power and privilege also affect civil society itself. A clear
example is how NGOs from western countries carry money, privilege and power, and
therefore can decide which civil society initiatives in the developing world that will
receive attention and funding (Naidoo and Borren, 2014). Another example is how
development work for democracy in post-conflict areas can be complicated due to fear
playing a significant role in peoples’ attitudes towards authority (Frewer, 2013). It is
therefore of great relevance to study the intersections of the practices of civil society
and theories and manifestations of power, and to understand how, and under what
conditions, civil society and its entities can transform, rather than reproduce, unequal
power structures (Gaventa, 2012).

2.3 Community-Based Organizations

2.3.1 CBO or NGO - What Difference Does It Make?

“It is vital that in the long run, communities of the poor, as the main group seeking
social justice, own and manage their own development process, and become central

to its refinement and expansion.”

- Sheela Patel (UN-Habitat, 2008)

The definitions of the entities of civil society are not consistent, but the term ”non-
governmental organization” (NGO) usually refers to a wide range of organization
within civil society usually playing a role as service providers and/or advocates for
the poor. There is, however a big difference in outputs of empowerment between being
advocates for the poor and supporting the poor to be advocates for themselves (Banks
and Hulme, 2012). There is a growing recognition that the traditional NGOs have lost
their strengths as local, grassroots-level development organizations with bottom-up
approaches, becoming increasingly professional and more centered around fulfilling
requirements of funders (Streeten, 1997, Banks and Hulme, 2012). There is a need
for reorientation of NGOs, putting the communities and grassroots back at the center
(Banks and Hulme, 2012), not working through but with the community (Murphy,
2014). If not reorienting internal operations to take a genuine bottom-up approach,
NGOs can also play a vital role as allies to participatory initiatives, providing support
and constituting a link between the grassroots and the formal systems (UN-Habitat,
2008). In the end, it becomes a question of agenda-setting and sustainability.

During the last two decades, community-based organizations (CBOs), also known
as grassroots organizations, have emerged in Asia as well as other parts of the world,
and are now powerful development mechanisms in their respective countries (UN-
Habitat, 2008). CBOs target power and inequality issues by engaging those who lack
influence as individuals, but who can raise their voices and increase their influence
through collaboration. In CBOs, the cue for action for community organizing is taken
from individuals and the problems they experience, making sure that the actions to
be taken reflect the needs of the community (Kunreuther, 2012). The main idea
of truly community-based approaches, distinguishing them from many other models,
is to strengthen the people’s own process, not manipulate it or create dependency
(UN-Habitat, 2008). This way of taking a step back and allowing the communities
themselves to dictate the agenda and evolve the entities of civil society to suit their
contexts and concerns can be a more effective way of nurturing civil society (Edwards,
2012).

In addition to the importance of who is setting the agenda, and the impact it has
on where actions are focused, the question of sustainability can be raised. As NGOs
can leave or change focus - to comply with donor grants, development paradigms cur-
rently in fashion or current academics on site - the only constant are the communities
themselves (ACHR as cited by UN-Habitat, 2008). Also, as evidence from Bangladesh
suggests, service-providing NGOs have reached great success when it comes to health,
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education and economic services, but failed to make a signicant impact in overcom-
ing economic, political and social barriers for the people - a fundamental step to
large-scale, long-term progress (Kabeer et al., 2012).

2.3.2 Organizational Characteristics

Passionate and Participatory

The definitions vary when it comes to what a community-based organization is. In
this paper, the definition of CBO is an organization that is governed by the com-
munity, what UN-Habitat (2008) refers to as ”community participation through full
ownership” or ”participation through cooperation”, and does not draw any limit when
it comes to size and percentage of volunteers versus paid staff. The emphasis is on
community members being in charge of decision-making (possibly with the help of an
external NGO, if the community has decided on collaborating).

CBOs often start out as a small grassroots organization, created by concerned and
driven individuals who want to respond to needs identified in their own community.
Grassroots organizations are more community oriented than most other organizations,
and often include people who are passionate about the needs and interests of the
community. This passion might come from outsiders seeing the need for change, or
from people who themselves are part of the community experiencing the issues of
concern, feeling the need for change. Being built on this passion, the organizations
often have a spirit of commitment and activism (German, 2010). Some CBOs remain
small grassroots organizations (German, 2010), whereas others go through phases
of development, emerging into a more formal organization with an active board of
directors, strategic plans, budgets and programs (Cargill, 2010).

Whether or not the CBOs decide to grow into more formal, bigger organizations or
not, they are all characterized by decision-making processes that are less hierarchical
and more democratic than those of other organizations. They often have a strong
commitment to teaching its members the skills of democracy and participation and
have an outspoken local focus in their operations (Smith 2000 as cited by Kunreuther,
2012). According to Chetkovich and Kunreuther (2006 as cited by Kunreuther, 2012),
there are two principles that are the most vital of CBOs. The first is to identify
common issues that affect the community as well as to encourage them to address
them collectively. The second key principle is to move the individuals and their
collective actions to a shared platform, enabling them to act together. Murphy (2014)
agrees on the core of CBOs being participation, and emphasizes that it is not only a
question of getting input or feedback from the community. The whole CBO, with its
operations and initiative, should emanate from collective initiative. This includes the
development, the implementation and the evaluation of interventions. The framework
for all of this should be based on the realities of the community, in order to ensure true
participation. He points out that it is not about involvement, but reality construction.
A central concern for CBOs is preparing the community to engage in the public sphere,
which becomes even more vital when the community can be considered marginalized
(Kunreuther, 2012). All in all, members should share, and benefit from sharing. The
core of CBOs and the only way to success is true participation, having no tolerance
for barriers to participation or misuse of power (Murphy, 2014).

Stirring Many Pots

With many CBOs being founded based on one single problem to be solved, they often
weaken as that problem is solved or when it takes too much time and effort to solve.
In order to keep up the interest and passion among the community members, many
CBOs do what Sheela Patel of the Indian non-governmental organization SPARC
refers to as ”stirring many pots”. While waiting for one pot to be ready - maybe that
main issue that takes a lot of effort to be solved - you stir another pot that might as
well be ready to take off the fire right now. By stirring many pots, the CBOs can
keep the excitement and enthusiasm going. It is not only done for the sustainability
itself, but also because of the fact that the communities often have a plethora of needs
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to be addressed. Stirring many pots also creates more opportunities for community
members to get involved, to take on leadership and to spread out the power within
the organization (UN-Habitat, 2008).

Means to an End

The definitions of organizations are usually based on the idea that organizations are
corporate actors (Coleman 1990 as cited by Cnaan et al., 2008). CBOs do not fully
fit into the framework developed from this idea. First of all, they are often based on
a will to address certain problems, and when these signature problems are solved, the
organization might disappear. In the same way, they might reappear again when a
new crisis arises, as well as change character due to new members joining. This gives
them a dynamic existence as well as an absence of will to survive per se (at least in
theory), which distinguishes them from corporate actors (Cnaan et al., 2008). The
fact that not all CBOs in practice regard themselves as means to an end, and might
forget the purpose of simply being there to fulfill their members’ needs, is beyond this
paper to discuss, but important to consider when doing CBO work.

2.3.3 Understanding the Community

The term ”community” often brings to mind neighborhoods coming together, which
also is the case for parts of current research on community organizing. However,
in this paper, the community, as Murphy (2014) puts it, is not simply a place, but
a reality, referring to common values, beliefs, commitments and shared experiences.
Cnaan et al (2008) describes the community to be affected and in a sense defined
by forces affecting the community members and their space, both outside forces such
as institutions and the state as well as individuals interacting with and within the
community. In addition to these conceptual definitions of communities, Hunter (2008)
provides a framework for analyzing communities and their organizations, using three
dimensions which together describe their level of ”communityness”:

– Shared ecology. This involves sharing the same spatial location. Some commu-
nities are not space-bound, such as online communities, while it for others is
fundamental, such as for local neighborhood. The variable includes not only
the sharing in itself, but also the way the attributes of the space define, shape
and set boundaries of the community.

– Social organizational. This involves the character of the networks and social
processes of the community, as well as the organizational structure in which the
community defines its problems, get work done and achieve coordination. Two
aspects of the community affecting this variable is the level of social capital and
the capacity to mobilize for action.

– Shared cultural and symbolic meanings. This involves meanings and emotions
members share, leading them to value and identify with the community. The
dimension includes the sense of belonging as well as the intertwining between
community and identity.

Communities vary widely across these dimensions - a local neighborhood share
ecology and might function very well in their organization, while they do not know
more about each other than their names. An online community share no spatial
location, but might have a strong sense of belonging (Hunter, 2008).

2.3.4 Contributions to Society

The critics of traditional NGOs and other entities of civil society claim that they do
not manage long-term progress due to their lack of connection with the grassroots.
But do CBOs manage? There are also those questioning the contributions and effects
of CBOs. With their strong commitment and connection to the community problems,
some consider them to be good at solving short-term issues at a fast pace, but claim
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that this short-term success does not translate to sustained progress and social change
(German, 2010). Some view them as too localized to address larger, systematic barri-
ers to a good society and the root causes of community problems (Kunreuther, 2012).
There are those questioning whether CBOs even address issues beyond the needs of
the individual community members. On the other hand, do they have a responsibility
to? And what is the connection between fulfillment of individual needs and bringing
about social change?

Individual Level

Whether or not CBOs contribute to the public good, they are often of great value
for the individuals of the community, addressing the isolation and sometimes over-
whelming responsibilities of their members. They provide a space for them to come
together to learn, act, share, discuss, and enjoy (Kunreuther, 2012). Schneider (2008)
emphasizes the role of CBOs in increasing community members’ social capital, i.e.
relationships based on mutual trust enabling members to gain resources. Murphy
(2014) describes CBOs as reactions to a state of alienation. Alienation refers to when
a person feels and believes as though institutions are beyond their control, that they
do not possess any power to affect them in any way. They consider their own in-
put regarding these issues to be irrelevant and unimportant, that making an effort is
useless. Through these CBOs, by interacting with others, they get an understanding
what social problems they are facing and how changes can be made to target these,
reducing their feeling of alienation. A third concept is ”sense of community”, defined
by McMillan and Chavis (1986, p. 9 as cited by Hyde and Chavis, 2008) as ”a feel-
ing that members have a belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another
and the group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their
commitment to be together”. They also developed a theoretical definition of sense
of community, including four dimensions: membership, influence, integration and ful-
fillment of needs and shared emotional connection. On an individual level, sense of
community has been found to be positively related to subjective well-being, including
mental, social and physical health.

From Individual Level to Social Change

Social capital, reduction of alienation and sense of community are (not mutually
exclusive) examples of how individuals benefit from being part of CBOs. The latter is,
however, particularly interesting when studying organizations. On an organizational
level, community studies have shown that sense of community can promote community
involvement and development (Kunreuther, 2012). Hyde and Chavis (2008) even
claim that it would be of benefit for community building initiatives to incorporate
building a sense of community into their strategy. They also recommend using the
elements of sense of community as a framework for analyzing new initiatives, and
proposes the following questions for evaluation (2008, p. 188):

1. What common needs can it or has it met?

2. How can it or has it built upon common values?

3. How does it or has it strengthened the sense of membership or belonging to a
community?

4. How does it build individual and collective influence over their community en-
vironment?

5. How does it or did it foster a shared emotional connection among people or an
important shared experience?

All in all, a sense of community among individual members is of benefit for the
organization as a whole, as it increases participation and enhances development. But
what about social change?
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Schneider (2008) discusses the role of community-based nonprofits in social capital
and civic engagement, where the latter refers to citizens working together for social
change. According to Schneider, social capital is a necessary precondition for civic
engagement, but does not necessary lead to it. In order to bring about social change,
improvements on an individual level such as those mentioned above is a first step.

Overall, by fulfilling the needs of communities, CBOs act as structures that al-
low communities to move from isolation and powerlessness into collective strength by
providing a means for idea-sharing and support (UN-Habitat, 2008). CBOs provide
spaces where communities can handle problems which the government, other institu-
tions or the for-profit sector probably will not (Kunreuther, 2012), addressing gaps
in the current infrastructure (German, 2010). CBOs also enables participation in the
democratic life by serving as an entry point into the public sphere at a local level
(Kunreuther, 2012), even though not all initiatives bring about social change.

2.3.5 Organizational Challenges

The cue for action for a CBOs should be the needs of the community, and all chal-
lenges of CBOs are in the end about the struggle to fully embrace this principle. In
some cases, ”community participation” can be considered a buzzword, and whether or
not these organizations are grounded in a common struggle to meet the needs of the
community depends on how genuine the participation is (UN-Habitat, 2008). Lack
of success in complying with democratic principles can be due to many things, such
as members not having an interest to engage in the decision-making process and re-
quirements of funders not being compatible with the will of the members (Kunreuther,
2012).

Juggling with Funding and Community Needs

As Cargill (2010) puts it, CBOs need to have the skills of an acrobat in order to
manage, that is, they have to juggle funding, diversification of funding and donor
expectation while they respond to the ever growing need of the communities. This
is a challenge for all civil society organizations, but with the purpose of CBOs being
to fulfill the needs of their communities, solving this conflict becomes more impor-
tant. Operating in a donor-driven funding environment forces many organizations to
develop strategies in line with donor priorities and interests, making them unable to
tailor programs to local needs (Banks and Hulme, 2012). Funding proposals might
demand of the organizations to address community needs within very restricted pa-
rameters, which is not consistent with an aim for true participation (Murphy, 2014).
CBOs mainly being governed by volunteers are less likely to be obliged to steer their
decisions in the direction of the will of funding sources required to keep staff-driven
organizations afloat (Kunreuther, 2012). It is therefore of great importance, for donor
agencies themselves in particular, to recognize the power they have over these spaces
for participation - for creating, linking, widening as well as closing them (Gaventa,
2005). Gaventa (2005) suggests CBOs to ask themselves critical questions on donors’
role, in order to avoid reproducing power relations but instead be able to transform
them. Is our analysis over-influenced by the views of those in power? What risks do
we face if we present ideas challenging the status-quo? What affect might this have
on transforming power relations?

Bureaucracy and Its Effects

German (2010, p. 15) recommends grassroots people eager for growth to ask them-
selves the question: ”What effect will imposed organizational structure have on our
operations?”. Neither informal nor formal organizations necessarily ensure that com-
munity voices are included in decision making. Some claim that informal organiza-
tions might include greater involvement from community members. Also, some find
the organization to become less flexible in its operation when implementing an ad-
ministrative structure, leading to a feeling of loss of freedom. Murphy (2014) also
discusses the drawbacks of traditional bureaucratic organizations, claiming that the
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organizations tend to switch to an internal focus and weaken their connection to the
community when becoming bureaucratic. Focus becomes more on maintenance, on
funding, requirements and personnel. This leads to deficiencies when it comes to en-
abling participation. In a bureaucratic organization, participation and input becomes
something disruptive, and the organization tend to listen more to those who ask for
things that stabilize the status-quo.

Invisible Barriers for Participation

However, participation is not only dependent on the formal or informal structures
of the organizations. The will and the possibility to engage in the decision-making
process are also dependent on other, more subtle issues. A great challenge for every
CBO, but a necessity in order to be one, is to have no tolerance for barriers to partic-
ipation or misuse of power. Only facilitating voting and debates is not enough, since
it does not guarantee true participation (Murphy, 2014). Barriers such as elitism,
monopolization of agenda setting and other forms of hidden power might be present
(Power Pack, 2011, Murphy, 2014). Also, it is recognized that trust and group iden-
tity influence members’ commitment to participation (Reisch and Guyet, 2008), which
implies the opposite: lack of these concepts can be considered a potential barrier for
full participation. In addition to these invisible barriers, the level of participation is
influenced by the members’ own mental barriers, particularly by issues of self-esteem,
confidence and perceptions that one has something of value to contribute (Hyman,
2002). Moreover, similarity among community members eases communication and
fosters trust and reciprocity (Brass and Labianca 1999 Cnaan et al., 2008), which
might lead to segregation within the community (Cnaan et al., 2008). This is partic-
ularly important to consider for CBOs with broad demographic features.

2.4 Women’s Mobilization

2.4.1 Women’s Situation

Gender inequality is still deep-rooted in our society, resulting in women having less
access to work, education, healthcare and political power and suffering from violence
and discrimination (United Nations, 2016a). These key facts can easily be measured
in numbers, and most people around the globe agree on the fact that these issues
have to be solved. These are also the issues that are targeted in practical work for
women’s liberation, often conducted under the banner of feminism.

2.4.2 Feminism as a Movement

The feminist movement begun as a reaction and will to change the unequal power
relations related to gender on a structural level in society. Power relations related
to gender vary across time and space, and feminism puts emphasis on the difference
between individual and structural level (Wahl et al., 2011). The fact that the move-
ment is referred to as feminism provoke some, but is rooted in the acknowledgment
of women as a structurally underprivileged group in society.

According to Eduards (2002), feminism targets two aims: improvement of women’s
conditions and elimination of inhibiting and oppressive gender categories. Feminism
comprises of a wide range of ideologies and political interpretations. The ideologies
include independent feminist ideologies, such as radical feminism, as well as those
connected to other ideologies such as liberalism. Feminist politics include work for
changing current power relations related to gender by working with for example the
judicial system, employment conditions and violence against women (Wahl 1996b as
cited by Wahl et al., 2011).

2.4.3 Feminism as a Field of Research

Apart from ideology and politics, feminism is also theory. Feminism as a field of
research has its origins in political movements (Eduards, 2002), and is a interdisci-
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plinary field also referred to as gender research and sometimes as women’s studies.
Gender research is in many ways an appropriate name, as the research field is not
only concerned with women and femininity, but gender in broader terms.

Among famous thinkers within the feminist field, we find Simone de Beauvoir
(1949 as cited by Eduards, 2002), claiming that one is not born, but rather becomes, a
woman. A woman, according to her, is a person having been denied the most human
of all - the power to act and the freedom to choose, create and do. Within gender
research today, there is somewhat consensus that gender is a socially and culturally
constructed phenomenon. What also brings many scholars within the field together is
the utilization of different perspectives of power as part of the analysis (Wahl et al.,
2011).

Feminism as a field of research has its origins in the feminist movement, and has in
turn been requested from the movement by those who want to put new knowledge into
practice. Today, gender research consist of both empirical evidence and theory, giving
us descriptions of reality as well as theoretical explanations to these descriptions,
paying attention to as well as problematizing gender in society (Wahl et al., 2011).

Eduards (2002) states that feminism comprises of two parts of theory, the first
one being theory about action, embracing an analysis of the subordination of women
in terms of denial of freedom to act. The second theory, with countless practical
examples all over the world proving its validity, is action theory, emphasizing the
need for women to act collectively in order to abolish their subordination.

2.4.4 Collective Action for Change

How can women organize themselves in order to increase their freedom to act? The
question is controversial. Challenging the status quo and current power structures is
often met with resistance, but the mobilization per se can be even more contentious.
Women themselves creating new spaces challenges the role of women as passive and
unpolitical (MacKinnon 1987 as cited by Eduards, 2002) and highlights deficiencies
in the democratic structure. Also, the space they create might be separatist, i.e. ex-
cluding those outside of the community from participating. Separatism is particularly
controversial, and some claim that equality in general is achieved by everyone working
together and not in gender separatist organizations (Rothstein 2001 as cited by Ed-
uards, 2002). Some also see it as problematic to separate based on gender, as it might
confirm the unwanted gender categorization. When mobilizing based on gender, one
has to navigate between the aims of putting focus on structures and eliminating them
(Eduards, 2002).

With this paper, I do not claim that separatist women’s groups is the solution to
gender inequality, but rather that women’s own spaces for change is a tool for chang-
ing current power relations. A central thought in feminism is that women are actors,
and that they themselves can change power relations (Eduards, 2002), but, as Ben-
habib (1995 as cited by Eduards, 2002), puts it: only under the right circumstances.
Beauvoir (1949 as cited by Eduards, 2002), being a prominent figure of existential-
ism, emphasizes individual responsibility, but also recognizes that the context of some
individuals might limit their freedom to act. Do these spaces for change, created by
and for the women themselves, give them better circumstances and a more enabling
context?

Collective Actions Through Community-Based Organizations

Not all women’s collective actions take the shape of a CBO, putting emphasis on gath-
ering the community and embracing democratic principle to make all of its members’
voices heard. This paper, however, aims at exploring this particular form of women’s
mobilization. Much of the theories on women’s mobilization and collective actions
emphasizes strengths that are similar to those of CBOs in general. These spaces pro-
vide opportunities for the women to fully define their realities themselves (Eduards,
2002), in contrast to initiatives focusing too much on collaboration or when outsiders
set the targets for the movement. Also, the sense of community is emphasized, as it
can increase women’s political confidence and give them strength and trust in them-
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selves as a group. In addition, when the women are given a space for interacting with
other women, their sharing of collective experiences can lead to new interpretations
of their own situations, making them realize and bring experiences of subordination
to the surface and in the long run, enable them to start questioning and challenging
stereotypes and inequalities (Eduards, 2002). Discussions on reduction of alienation,
social capital and sense of community are relevant in this context too.

But what prevents communities from defining their realities outside their own
spaces? A relevant pair of concepts within gender studies related to this issue is norm
and deviance. Those belonging to the norm often get the interpretive prerogative
when describing the context in which both themselves and the deviating groups are
in, for example an organization (SOU 1994 as cited by Wahl et al., 2011). When
belonging to the norm, one does not have to represent a specific category, but only
oneself as an individual. One example is an all-male board of directors, where their
similarities when it comes to gender becomes irrelevant and they only relate to each
other as individuals. This is not only relevant for gender, but also for class, sexuality,
ethnicity and more (Wahl et al., 2011). When belonging to a deviating group, one is
always referred to in relation to one’s group, as a woman, immigrant or maybe, as in
this study, a female sex worker. When deviating groups create their own spaces, the
norm group that usually has the interpretive prerogative will not be present, which
increases the possibility for the deviating group to themselves describe their context.

In addition to these strengths of communities creating their own spaces, another
issue that is particularly relevant when targeting women comes to mind: safety. As
mentioned above, many women around the world labor under physical and psycho-
logical violence. Experiences of violence and abuse can strongly affect individuals’
behavior in a participatory space, and has an impact on the culture of participation
within spaces (Gaventa, 2005). Creating a space that is considered safe and non-
violent can therefore constitute the difference between women participating and not
participating. This is consistent with Eduards (2002) description of women’s collective
actions as a way of creating democratic spaces for women.

As with the case of CBOs, women’s organizations are subject to discussions on
their contributions society. Eduards (2002) describes three levels of analysis on which
to study organizations within the women’s shelters’ movement: societal, group and
individual. Studies on shelters for women having suffered from domestic violence
give insights into prioritizing between these levels, and the juggling between funding
and community needs is as palpable here as it is for CBOs. Funders might request
particular key figures to prove their grants’ success, as well as demand a traditional
organizational structure. But what if the shelters only want to give the women a
refuge, not for the sake of society, but simply for the women? Without having a clear
functionalist perspective, it might be harder to get funding (Eduards, 2002).

2.5 Understanding Power

The community-based approach is gaining recognition in civil society, and what dis-
tinguishes it from other development approaches is that it puts the communities and
their needs in the center. By having a bottom-up approach and encouraging partic-
ipation, potentially more democratic spaces are created for these communities who
otherwise might not get their voices heard. It becomes clear that the success of these
organizations lies within their way of providing these spaces as well as giving their
members access to power that they otherwise would not have gotten.

However, issues of power are also strongly related to the challenges in enabling
participation and democracy faced by these organizations. The nature of power re-
lations within and around these spaces will affect the outcomes of these initiatives
when it comes to their success in inclusion and participation. In order to change power
relationships - to make them more inclusive, just or pro-poor - an understanding of
power is necessary (Gaventa, 2005).

As a tool for analyzing women’s self-created spaces for change and the potential
role of mobile phones within them, the concept of power, the dimensions of power and
the relations of power will now be presented. This will be followed by investigating

12



Chapter 2. Literature review

the concept of empowerment. To connect back to the bottom-up approach, the need
for local understanding in relation to empowerment will be discussed.

2.5.1 Dimensions of Power

A framework for analyzing and reflecting on power relationships and dimensions with
a growing popularity among development organizations is the Power Cube. It is a
conceptual tool for reflecting on and responding to power relations within organiza-
tions as well as wider spaces in society, serving as a valuable method for understanding
and analyzing how power works in organizations as well as processes of governance
and social relationship. The utilization of the Power Cube can help deepening partic-
ipation and shifting power relations (Power Pack, 2011). A graphical representation
of the model can be seen in Figure 2.1.

Figure 2.1: Power Cube, showing forms, spaces and places of power. (Gaventa, 2005)

As can be seen in Figure 2.1, the Power Cube is a framework for analyzing the
following continuums of power, as well as their interactions with each other (Gaventa,
2005):

– Forms. The degree of visibility of power.

– Spaces. The different arenas of power that are or can be created.

– Places. The levels of engagement.

It also emphasizes the importance of the ability to exercise power rather than just
possessing it (Luttrell, Quiroz, Scrutton, et al., 2009). It is important to keep in mind
that the Power Cube is not to be used like a checklist, but rather as an illustration of
sets of relationships that are constantly dynamic and changing (Gaventa, 2005). For
example, a decision by the UN (global level) can enable the creation of a local trade
union (claimed space), which can give its members visible power that they do not have
as individuals. Another example is global campaigns around trade in the agricultural
sector resulting in global pricing, leading to prices being too low for local farmers who
maybe have been fighting for the opposite for a long time in their farmer’s collective.

Forms

The forms dimension refers to ways that power manifests itself (Power Pack, 2011).
As Lukes (1974 as cited by Power Pack, 2011) described it, power cannot only be
studied by observing decision making arenas and those who participate, but must
be understood in terms of who does not participate. Just because a space is said
to be democratic, it does not mean that it is equally filled with all voices (Power
Pack, 2011), and there is a need for examining the dynamics of power shaping the
inclusiveness of participation (Gaventa, 2005).
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– Visible power. This form of power refers to the observable decision-making
manifested in public spaces and formal decision making bodies, such as political
bodies as legislatures and consultative forums. The term is also applicable to
formal decision-making arenas of organizations, social movements and other
collective spaces. Analyzing from the perspective of visible power assumes the
decision-making arenas to be neutral and open to powerless groups, and that
everyone can make their voice heard (Power Pack, 2011). Strategies on this
level often includes democratization of the policy process (Gaventa, 2005).

– Hidden power. This form of power is constituted by barriers to participation,
for example monopolization of agenda-setting, handling of issues ”backstage”
(”mobilization of bias”) or exclution of key issues from the public arena. An-
other example is discrediting of the legitimacy of actors challenging the status
quo. The key strategy for eliminating hidden power is to make voices equally
visibile. An example is to introduce rules on who is allowed to speak in meetings
(Power Pack, 2011). The focus is on challenging the barrier and put issues at
the decision-making table (Gaventa, 2005)

– Invisible power. When being affected by hidden power, people are still aware of
and can articulate their issues. With invisible power, however, that is not the
case. When affected by invisible power, people are not aware and conscious of
their rights and ability to speak out due to dominating ideologies - sometimes
referred to as ”internalization of powerlessness”. Those affected see the powers
dominating themselves as ”natural” or at least unchangeable. Their ”voices”
might be nothing but ”echoes” of power (Power Pack, 2011). Invisible power can
be targeted by developing strategies on developing social and political culture
and transforming the way people perceive themselves.

Spaces

The forms of power can be found in all sorts of spaces of participation, not only formal
decision-making arenas, and vary across these spaces. For this reason, it is of value
to link the forms of power to the spaces and places of power (Power Pack, 2011).
The spaces dimension refers to potential arenas for participation and action (Power
Pack, 2011), and can be described as opportunities, moments and channels where
people can act to potentially have an impact on things such as policies and decisions
which affect them (Gaventa, 2005). These spaces are not neutral, but shaped by
power relations surrounding and entering them (Cornwall 2002 as cited by Gaventa,
2005). For example, new spaces can be filled by ”old power”, and power gained in one
space can be used to enter other spaces. Power also becomes relevant when discussing
the shaping of the boundaries of these participatory spaces - who may enter, terms of
engagement etc. It is of interest to analyze not only the right to participate effectively,
but also who is allowed to define and shape that space. It is of relevance to analyze
who created the space, since those are more likely to have power within it, as well
as to keep in mind the dynamic relationship between spaces, as they are constantly
opening and closing (Gaventa, 2005).

– Closed spaces. Refers to when a set of actors making decisions behind closed
doors, not seeking involvement from the people affected by the decisions (Gaventa,
2005). They are often filled with elites such as politicans, experts and managers
and handle issues like trade and finance and military policies - issues having a
great impact on peoples’ lives but often seen as off-limits for public participa-
tion (Power Pack, 2011). In order to open up the spaces, initiatives to enhance
transparency and greater public involvement can be taken (Gaventa, 2005).

– Invited spaces. Decision-making spaces to which those affected by the decisions
are invited to participate, for example as part of participatory governance or
consultation. In order to make use of the invitation, it is key for the people to
have knowledge on key issues, negotiating and public speaking and more, which
for many implies a necessity to learn new skills (Power Pack, 2011).
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– Claimed spaces. These are claimed or created by less powerful actors for them-
selves, ranging from social movements and CBOs to natural places where people
come to discuss (Gaventa, 2005). Cornwall (2002 as cited by Power Pack, 2011)
describes them as emerging out of common concerns.

Places

The places dimension refers to the differing layers of decision-making and authority
held on a vertical scale (Power Pack, 2011). In these times of fast globalization,
activists and scholars are in a constant debate on which level of power that spaces of
participation are to be constructed (Gaventa, 2005). Some argue that mobilization
across levels simultaneously is the way to go, which according to other poses issues
such as campaigns on a global level obscuring local voices (Power Pack, 2011). Still,
this approach is interesting to discuss, to find ways to challenge global economic power
by overcoming disconnections between different levels and build links between local
mobilization and broader international advocacy work (Gaventa, 2005).

– Global. This refers to places working beyond the nation-state, including a wide
array of formal and informal, state and non-state spaces for participation. Ex-
amples are institutions such as the UN, the EU, the World Bank, global meetings
and forums on themes such as climate, informal networks of NGOs and more
(Power Pack, 2011).

– National. Despite widespread globalization, some argue that national govern-
ment is the most critical entry point for change (Power Pack, 2011).

– Local. Programmes of decentralization have increased the importance of the lo-
cal level. This includes local government programmes as well as other structures
of participation such as development projects and NGOs (Power Pack, 2011).

2.5.2 Power Relations

In addition to studying forms of power, the relations of power are of interest, in
particular for its implications on the view of what empowerment is. These are seen
as interactions between actors, and can be described as follows: (Rowlands, 1997)

– Power over. Refers to having controlling power over someone else. Can be
responded to with compliance, resistance or manipulation.

– Power to. Refers to having generative or productive power exercised without
domination, sometimes in the form of resistance.

– Power with. Refers to when a group tackles problems together, and the power
as a group is perceived as greater than the sum of individuals - an added value
of the collective.

– Power from within. Refers to self-acceptance and self-respect, which extends to
respect for others as equals.

2.5.3 Empowerment

The term ”empowerment” is widely embraced within the development sphere, but the
different interpretations of power are disputed and in turn have significant implications
for the operationalization of empowerment (Rowlands, 1997, Luttrell, Quiroz, and
Bird, 2007). Based on the power relations, four different interpretations as described
by Rowlands (1997) will be used as a framework.

– ’Power over’ view. This view of empowerment implies that people former being
excluded from decision-making are brought into those spaces and processes.
This includes formal participation in political structures as well as for example
getting an income and being able to participate in economic decision-making.
All in all, with this view, individuals are empowered when they can benefit from
the opportunities available to them without constraints.
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– ’Power to’ and ’Power with’ view. This view refers to the ability to resist and
challenge ’power over’. This includes becoming aware of one’s own interests.
The ’power to’ view refers to the individual ability, whereas the latter refers to
collectively increasing the group’s ability to resist and challenge ’power over’.

– ’Power from within’ view. This view refers to empowerment as more than
decision-making, emphasizing the process of starting to perceive oneself as able
and entitled to make decisions and eliminate internalized oppression.

2.5.4 The Need for Local Understanding

”For pathways to be truly sustainable and advance gender equality, those whose lives
and well-being are at stake must be involved in decision-making and leading the way,

through collective action and engagement”

(UN Women, 2014)

There are entities of civil society not taking a community-based approach but
still succeeding with enhancing empowerment. Still, from many perspectives, the
community-based approach has benefits in the process of empowering women.

Ali (2014) shows that the ways in which power relations are negotiated depends
on the context, and emphasizes that for example a typical western approach, through
open defiance against standard norms and resistance against coercion, might in some
contexts lead to exclusion rather than access to power. There is some debate on
whether empowerment can come from outsiders at all (Luttrell, Quiroz, Scrutton,
et al., 2009), and Murphy (2014) claims that empowerment can never be seen as an
outsider bringing enlightenment to unfortunate persons, but at most help them to get
access to power they could not exercise before.

2.6 Information and Communication Technology for
Development

2.6.1 A Tool with Growing Significance

Information and communication technology for development (ICT4D) is a relatively
new field within development work, focusing on helping marginalized communities
across the world to benefit from technological developments to improve their quality
of life. ICT covers a wide range of technologies to access, process and distribute infor-
mation, but the term usually refers to digital media and communication technologies,
particularly computers, Internet and mobile phones (SPIDER, 2013).

There is great enthusiasm for ICT as a tool for development, and it is consid-
ered to have the potential to accelerate achievements of the Sustainable Development
Goals by enhancing the capability to measure progress towards the SDGs, provide
opportunities to streamline development activities and to provide access to digitally
enabled products and services that can strengthen local economies, innovation and
communities (NetHope, 2015).

2.6.2 Mobile Phones

This study will have its focus on mobile phones, including button phones and smart-
phones as well as the barrier between these two. Traditionally, mobile phones and
Internet have been considered different phenomena, but smartphones have blurred the
line between the two, and we see a trend of computer, smartphone and tablet tech-
nologies converging (NetHope, 2015). Therefore, some concepts related to Internet
will be discussed, such as virtual communities as a self-created space for change.

Mobile phones is considered a vital part of ICT4D, and some claim it to be the
most transformative technologies of our time. It has the potential to end isolation and
enable disadvantaged individuals to influence the systems and structures governing
their lives, as well as to connect them to information and services improving their
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livelihood. The trends we see for mobile phones is more affordable access to mobile
broadband in the developing world and costs for smartphones declining (NetHope,
2015).

2.6.3 ICT and Women’s Empowerment

ICT is considered to be useful within a wide range of areas, such as democracy (e-
government services, mobilization of democratic movements etc.), entrepreneurship
(mobile money solutions etc.), agriculture, health, education and more (NetHope,
2015). There is also great appraisal for ICT as a tool for promoting gender equality
and women’s empowerment (United Nations, 2005), as a result of usage within the
areas mentioned above as well as other forms of utilization. Related to the SDG
number 5 regarding gender equality, United Nations (2016) state target 5.b:

Enhance the use of enabling technology, in particular information and
communications technology, to promote the empowerment of women.

Historically, governance systems have excluded women, and many see ICT as an
enabler for women to find voice and visibility in public participation. ICT is also seen
to be a powerful tool for creating or enhancing access to information on governmental
and non-governmental services, giving them awareness on the rights which they can
claim regarding issues such as health and gender-based violence (Sida, 2015). Studies
have also shown that learning ICT can improve women’s entrepreneurial capabilities
(Rabayah, 2010). Even the knowledge and skills per se can have great impacts, giving
them a stronger position in their community (Frid, 2012, Slater and Tacchi 2004 as
cited by United Nations, 2005) and increasing their well-being (Kuo et al., 2013).
There are also examples of how it is used to increase safety, for example by enabling
women’s own helplines which make them report issues that they otherwise would not
have reported due to the social stigma of visiting police stations (United Nations,
2005). Overall, ICT is said to have the potential to mitigate barriers faced by women,
including illiteracy, poverty, time scarcity, hindrances of mobility and cultural and
religious taboos, as well as to enable them to raise their voices in the public sphere.
However, as will be discussed later, the barriers to be overcome by ICT can also be
considered barriers for utilizing ICT (Sida, 2015).

2.6.4 Organizational Applications

The examples of ICT4D are many, but studies on the role of ICT in development
organizations are fewer. NetHope (2015) recommends development organizations to
embed ICT in their programming, and that they should enhance digital skills of
women to ensure their access to information and services. However, the usage is
not all unproblematic - the role ICT can play depends on the context, in particular
current knowledge on using ICT (Warschauer, 2003).

The aim of this study is to understand how mobile phones can be used in self-
created spaces and affect them for the better. With that in mind during the literature
review, the framework on ICT within organizations developed into three parts: in-
creasing efficiency, expanding and creating.

Making Spaces Efficient

It is clear that there are many potential benefits in utilizing ICT4D on an orga-
nizational level, which is shown in organizational research in general as well as in
development studies. Through ICT, civil society organizations can increase the speed
and reach of information, both within the organization to increase efficiency and in
their contact with the public, increasing their chances of getting their messages spread
as well as their chances to get funding (Lentz, 2012). In a study on women’s legal aid
centers in Morocco, it was shown that ICT are considered effective tools to manage
the centers, enabling fast communication and simplifying decision-making. Also, it
made it easier for the centers to raise awareness on their core issue - domestic violence
against women (Tafnout and Timjerdine, 2009).
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Expanding Spaces

There are also examples of how organizations, or spaces, can be expanded with the
help of technology, and reach beyond their current, physical location. In the study
in Morocco, women could have continuous contact with the legal aid centers through
their mobile phones, even though were not yet ready to leave their home to go to a
center (Tafnout and Timjerdine, 2009).

Creating New Spaces

In many cases, ICT, in particular the Internet, has enabled completely new spaces,
transcending limitations of identity, space, time and even the nation-state where im-
portant civic work gets done (Lentz, 2012). In the study on legal aid centers in
Morocco, the Internet made it possible for the women to feel connected to other sim-
ilar initiatives around the world (Tafnout and Timjerdine, 2009). A virtual space can
give women access to information on violence as well as provide them a safe place for
survivors to discuss experiences or get courage to seek help (United Nations, 2005).

Organizational Issues

Still, organizational applications of ICT4D can be complicated, especially in the con-
text of civil society organizations. There is a need to internalize ICT in all activities,
strategic and gradual, in order to fully get the anticipated efficiency benefits (Pillsbury
and Mayer, 2005). When doing so, one must be aware of that ICT solutions have the
potential to change the way people work and interact within the organization. This
will have effects on the organization and its stakeholders (NetHope, 2015). One must
also be aware of the fact that when using ICT for strategic communication, there
is a need to repackage the information in order to suit the community. Otherwise
there is a risk that the information will not be of use for them (Pillsbury and Mayer,
2005). Limited financial means and lack of training might also constitute barriers
(Tafnout and Timjerdine, 2009). For sustainability, the issue of long term solutions
to training cannot be overemphasized - there is a need to develop capacity to adapt,
deploy, operate, maintain and use ICT solutions, and the most suitable way to do it
depends on the context (NetHope, 2015). When dealing with community-based orga-
nizations, the issue of building capacity becomes even more important as they strive
for independence, and models of ”training of trainers” might be the most suitable
solutions (Murphy, 2014). Resistance to change might also constitute a barrier, and
it is important that the ICT solutions and how they are to be used is aligned with
the overall organizational identity (Tyworth, 2014).

2.6.5 Problematizing ICT

There is great appraisal of the development of ICT, and what achievements these
technologies might bring to society. However, ICT is not neutral, but affected by
existing power structures in society. These power structures determine who benefits
from and shapes the content, development and use of ICT. It is as important online
as offline to defend human rights, including women’s rights (Sida, 2015). Otherwise,
there is a risk that ICT exacerbates existing inequalities as well as creates new forms
of inequality (United Nations, 2005).

The Digital Gender Divide

It has come to show that there exists an obvious gap related to gender in access to
ICT and challenges when using it, often referred to as the digital gender divide (Sida,
2015). As an example, women in low and middle-income countries are 14% less likely
to own a mobile phone (GSMA, 2015). Many different factors have been stated as
the underlying reasons, including: (Sida, 2015)

– Poverty. Earning less for equal work and having less access to assets and credit
limits the possibilities for women to use ICT.
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– Illiteracy. Women and girls, making up for nearly 2/3’s of the world illiterates,
are less likely to benefit from ICT training and information, since it is often
developed for those with high literacy rates.

– Language. In rural areas or among ethnic minorities, women are often the ones
with lower education and less exposure to the surrounding and international
arena, resulting in that they only speak a local language or dialect. This con-
stitutes a barrier for them, since the predominant language on the Internet and
in mobile phones is English or the national language, and the Roman alphabet
often is utilized.

– Culture and mindset. The view of science and technology as being more suitable
for boys and men in many parts of the world leads to girls shying away from
studying it or even adopting it.

However, research show different results on which ones that are the most vital
factors. Frid (2012) finds the main contributing social and cultural factors among
women in rural Peru to be related to education (literacy and learning issues) and
issues with self-worth and self-confidence. Hilbert (2011), on the other hand, comes to
the conclusion that the reason why fewer women access and use ICT is a direct result
of their life conditions with respect to employment, education and income, what he
refers to as external factors caused by gender inequality. He finds that women embrace
digital technology more enthusiastically than men, and does not agree on women
being digitally less capable due to having a different mindset. The fact that these
researchers get different results is not surprising - there is not only a digital divide
related to gender, but also related to country, region, sector and socio-economic group
(United Nations, 2005). Hilbert utilizes a big, heterogeneous data from 25 countries
set in his quantitative study and do not find mental barriers to be an underlying
factor, whereas Frid gets the opposite result regarding that factor from a qualitative
study in rural Peru. It becomes clear that the underlying factors to the digital divide
vary between contexts. This study might contribute to further mapping of the digital
divide by investigating an additional subgroup and their potential barriers to ICT
utilization.

Overcoming the Digital Gender Divide

ICT initiatives generally fail to take gender-specific barriers to ICT into account. In
order for development organizations targeting women to succeed with utilizing ICT,
they must keep barriers and risks in mind (NetHope, 2015). According to Huyer and
Sikoska (2003), organizations have to ensure a gender perspective in their ICT-based
projects. Furthermore, they emphasize that the context have to be considered, with
regard to what is sustainable and adequate in that context, as well as that the tech-
nologies have to be designed appropriately with regard to women’s needs. Sida (2015)
agrees on considering the context, and suggest thoroughly analyzing implications of
demographics, age, level of education and more. Hilbert (2011) puts emphasis on
more instrumental issues, and want the effort to be put on increasing access to digital
opportunities for women. NetHope (2015) proposes more affordable access to mobile
phones as well as relevant content, and also mentions that development organizations
should educate men on the positive impacts of women’s ICT skills on family life and
prosperity to reduce the cultural barrier.

Risks Related to ICT

An increasing challenge of ICT4D work is ICT-related gender-based violence, such as
stalking, harassment and hate speech, which clearly limits women’s use of ICT tools.
A clear example is how ICT tools are used for gender-specific electoral and political
violence, inflicting fear and psychological harm among female politicians (Bardall,
2013). However, the victims are not only women and women’s organizations using
Internet for political purposes, but also women using ICT tools in their daily lives
(Sida, 2015). An example is how victims of domestic violence have their mobile phones
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frequently controlled by their partners (Tafnout and Timjerdine, 2009), and how they
might suffer from additional reprisal violence if their partner gets upset about their
call or browsing history (Wathen and McKeown, 2010). Also, when having left their
partner, they might continue being harassed over the phone or on social media, which
limits their ability to use it for other purposes such as staying connected with family
and friends. Overall, it can be very hard to block phone numbers, turn off GPS
services and stay anonymous on social media (Dimond et al., 2011). Civil society’s
interests in policies within this field are often subordinated the desires of industry and
government (Lentz, 2012), with an example being the difficulties in avoiding sharing
personal information on social media (Dimond et al., 2011). Many claim that there is
a need to make efforts that create safe and secure online spaces for women and girls
(Sida, 2015).

2.7 Summary and Research Contribution

In civil society as well as in society in general, there is a need to analyze, question
and, in the long run, change power structures. There is a growing recognition that
a community-based approach in many ways is suitable and effective in this sense.
The research area of communities is well-studied within some fields, such as social
capital. However, the field of community-based organizations, investigating how their
organizational structures, activities and cultures can enable change of power struc-
tures, has not yet seen its portion of research (Cnaan et al., 2008). This study can
generate knowledge on which, and in what way, characteristics of CBOs can promote
empowerment.

Research on CBOs and women’s collective actions have some similarities in their
way of emphasizing the strength of identifying common needs and addressing them
collectively. By studying CBOs while also considering the variable of gender, and
combining theory from the two different fields, new perspectives can be found. To
analyze these collective actions, frameworks on spaces, places and forms of power will
be used, to understand how these spaces women create by and for themselves can
change power structures and promote empowerment.

There is great appraisal for ICT4D, but there is an abscence of studies investigating
how ICT4D can be utilized in organizational context. On an individual level, ICT
has been shown to have an empowering effect, and this study will contribute to
research on the empowering effect of ICT by investigating how mobile phones can be
utilized within an organization working for empowerment. Based on former research,
a framework on how ICT can affect spaces has been developed, including making
spaces efficient, expanding spaces and creating new spaces. This study can generate
knowledge on how women’s spaces for change can be affected, and benefit from, mobile
phone utilization.

Finally, ICT is not neutral, but affected by existing power structures in society.
This results in women facing barriers for access as well as risks related to ICT. In
order for organizations to benefit from ICT utilization, they must be able to overcome
these barriers. This study can generate further empirical knowledge on barriers and
risks related to ICT that women face, as well as investigate the implications these
have for organizationals attempting at utilizing ICT4D.
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3 Case: Swathi Mahila Sangha

3.1 The Organization

Swathi Mahila Sangha (SMS) is a community-based organization for women in sex
work in Bangalore, India. The story of the organization begins in 2003, with four
female sex workers taking a collective decision to act against the inequalities they were
facing. As a result, they founded SMS, and today, 13 years later, the organization
reaches more than 13000 women. Since 2014, SMS collaborates with the NGO Swasti
Health Resource Centre through the project Pragati 2.0, which is funded by the
Avahan III program of Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation. During the years, they
have developed initiatives aiming at fulfilling the needs of the women, by themselves as
well as in collaboration with NGOs and institutions. These initiatives include support
in getting access to government schemes, facilitation of livelihood diversification, a
micro finance institution, alcohol de-addiction programs, a 24/7 community crisis
response team for members facing violence and more (Swasti Health Resource Centre,
2016).

In comparison to many community-based organizations, Swathi Mahila Sangha is
particularly big, reaching more than 13000 sex workers. In contrast to many other
CBOs, they have more than 300 paid staff members and offices around town. In
the process of growing big, SMS has developed a formal structure to manage the
organization. The city of Bangalore has been divided into 7 zones, where all zones
have an office where the women can meet each other and staff. In all offices, there
are counselors and occasionally lab technicians or doctors as well as other staff, often
with an educational background within social work or health. There is also a cashier
handling the micro finance institution and an overall responsible for the office.

To ensure participation and democratic decision-making, SMS has developed a
democratic structure. There is a central board, as well as local boards in all zones.
Different subgroups within the CBO, such as the Spoorthi network for HIV-postive
members, also have their own board.

SMS also has an operational structure, consisting of two different types of field
workers: outreach workers and peer educators. These women are also community
members. Each outreach worker is responsible for around 6 peer educators, who in
turn have responsibilities for around 50 community members each. They are respon-
sible for reaching out to community members around the city, helping them solve any
issues they face and promote healthy behavior.

To sum up, there is paid staff from outside, working in the offices, as well as com-
munity members, where some have taken on a representative role (board member) and
some have taken on a role as a field worker (outreach worker or peer educator). When
discussing community members, it sometimes refers to all members, and sometimes
those that the field workers are supporting. It should be evident from the context.

Among all community members, some have left sex work, some have it as their
main source of income and many are somewhere inbetween. This has not been explic-
itly asked nor taken into account when collecting and analyzing the findings. Other
factors have been considered better indicators for empowerment than the decision of
leaving or staying in sex work.

3.2 Ethical Aspects

The unit of analysis of this paper is community-based organizations and how they
can empower women. However, with the case study being done at an organization
for women in sex work, as a researcher I find myself in the middle of a contentious
debate (Dewey, 2013). Therefore, I will now present a short summary of the sex work
debate, the standpoint of Swathi Mahila Sangha and my own reflections on the topic.
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Swathi Mahila Sangha does not oppose prostitution and will not force any of its
members to quit sex work. The aim of the organization is to improve the women’s
socio economic status in order to reduce their vulnerability and improve their quality
of life. SMS actively exposes the women to diversified livelihood options, but is not
doing it as part of looking down upon sex work as a profession but to help the women
in making informed choices (Swathi Mahila Sangha, 2014). To some, this is provoking,
and for example the U.S. Federal Anti-Prostitution Pledge requires organizations to
explicitly oppose sex work in order to get funding (Zheng, 2013b). Some claim that
adopting policies like the anti-prostituton pledge makes it difficult to establish trust
among these women that in general are hard to reach, but instead pushes them
underground and thus further away from the services they need (Center for Health
and Gender Equity, 2016).

The debate on this topic is quite polarized. Everyone agrees on the fact that
trafficking and other forms of coerced sex work has to be abolished, but disagrees on
criminalization or legalization as a solution. One side claims that all forms of sex
work is a result of oppression and little more than a form of violence against women,
accusing the other side of avoiding to acknowledge the patriarchal structures that
are the underlying factors to prostitution. They often propose full criminalization
to be the solution. The other side claims the solution for harm reduction to be
full legalization of sex work (Dewey, 2013). Almodovar (1993 as cited by Dewey,
2013) asks the question: what if women at domestic violence shelters were the ones to
define what marriage is? This side accuse the opposite side to not distinguish between
coerced and chosen forms of sex work. According to O’Doherty (2011), criminalization
contributes to further marginalization and stigmatization of sex workers as well as
pushes sex work underground. According to many sex work researchers, sex workers
need rights, not rescue (Zheng, 2013b). However, there are also studies showing
that ways of making it easier to conduct sex work legally also increases trafficking
(Cho et al., 2012). On the other hand, there are studies showing that sex workers
themselves prefer decriminalization of sex work so that they can have legal rights
and seek help when experiencing violence (Lutnick and Cohan, 2009). There are also
solutions inbetween criminilization and legalization, such as the Swedish model which
criminalized the buying but not the selling of sex (Goldberg, 2014).

I will not go deeper into the debate on legislation or discuss which global policies to
introduce in order to achieve a strategic improvement of life of women in sex work all
over the world. While conducting research about ethics of sex work, I have avoided
developing a strong political stand but attempted to stay objective along the way.
The main reason for this is that I do not want to develop an underlying agenda for
my work that might not be the same as the one of the research participants, especially
when the study concerns a community-based organization.

However, I do ask myself the question - what am I contributing to by supporting
this CBO? Well, SMS and the Pragati initiative do not oppose sex work, but neither
do they promote it. No woman will enter sex work because of the existence of SMS.
Also, the chances of women who want to exit sex work to do so increases thanks
to SMS. The reason for this is their strategy of targeting the underlying reasons for
the women to be in the situation, for example the need of money for their children’s
education or a strong drug addiction. This is supported by Rekart (2005) who presents
a conceptual framework on how to move sex workers out of the harmful on-going cycle
that often is their reality. He suggests a harm reduction approach that brings the sex
workers into a positive cycle of empowerment and improved quality of life, which can
work as an enabler for the sex workers to leave sex work. This idea is consistent with
the one of SMS and the Pragati initiative.
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4 Methodology

4.1 Research Strategy

The research strategy had a qualitative approach, using qualitative methods for data
collection and analysis. Due to lack of empirical studies on mobile phones for devel-
opment in an organizational context, a qualitative approach was chosen in order to
know what questions to ask to move forward and enable discovery of new interest-
ing aspects. The study was conducted as a case study, which is suitable if the aim
is to explore a phenomena in a natural setting utilizing different methods to obtain
in-depth knowledge (Collis and Hussey, 2009).

4.2 Collection of Primary Data

4.2.1 Interviews

18 interviews were conducted, with 17 people in total within or related to the community-
based organization under study. The interviewees are summarized in Table 4.1.

Category # Comment

Founder 1
2 interviews conducted due a need for further clarification.
Also Board member.

Outreach worker 2

Peer educator 5 Out of which 1 was also a Board members.

Community member 3 Out of which 2 were also Board members.

Office staff 3

– CBO officer
– Cashier
– Counselor

Key informant 3

– Director at supporting NGO
– Regional Impact Officer at supporting NGO
– Independent researcher previously conducting a small-

scale investigation on mobile phone usage within the
CBO

Table 4.1: Summary of the 18 interviews conducted

Access, Sample and Participants

Access to research participants was given by the collaborating NGO. All participants
were voluntarily participating. Key informants were approached by myself, whereas
community members and office staff were approached and asked about participation
by an employee at the collaborating NGO working closely with the CBO.

The majority of the research participants were community members of the CBO
who were either only members or had operational roles as outreach workers or peer
educators. Some of them had also been elected board members, and one of the inter-
viewees was one of the founders. The community members’ time in the organization
varied. Except for one member being part of the organization for only 6 months, the
participants had been community members for a couple of years or more. Interviews
were conducted with members belonging to three different zonal offices (out of seven).

Key informants were chosen based on their insight into the organization, and
mainly served as a check on the information obtained from other informants (ref).
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When being in a process of open discovery, the order in which interviews are conducted
affect the balance of the emerging issues (Collis and Hussey, 2009). With the unit of
analysis being a community-based organization, it was important to let the data begin
to emerge from interviews with community members and not outsiders. Therefore,
key informant interviews were conducted in the middle or later part of the field study.

Conducting the Interviews

In order to obtain valid data from the interviews with the community members, it was
important to avoid victimizing them, but instead treat them as experts who have an
ability to make informed decisions and trust their perceptions of their world (Zheng,
2013a). Victimization might also create an unwanted divide between academic and
community (Wahab, 2003). The interviews with the community members and the
office staff were conducted at three different CBO offices around the city. Among the
key informant interviews, two were conducted at offices of the collaborating NGO,
while the third was held over phone.

All interviews were semi-structured, with the basis being the interview guides seen
in Appendix A and B. In addition to the questions stated, probes were used to get
clarification and a deeper understanding. I made it clear from the beginning that they
could share whatever they liked during the interviews even if they were not related
to the questions, and I did not steer away from subjects not directly related to the
research theme. The interviews were 30-60 minutes each.

The majority of the interviews were conducted with an interpreter. Three different
interpreters were used, and all were part of the organization and known to the research
participant. This can be considered both positive and negative when analyzing the
validity of the data. Since the interpreter was familiar to them, they might feel more
comfortable and share more than they would have done when having two strangers
in the room. Still, I did not know the exact relationship between the interpreters and
research participants, and their presence might decrease their willingness to share
negative thoughts about the organization.

Data Analysis

The data was analyzed using the method of thematic analysis, an idea being rooted
in traditional content analysis. Content analysis is based on quantitative ideas and
involves development of categories followed by analyzing the frequency of the occur-
rence of these categories (Joffe, 2012). Thematic analysis, on the other hand, provides
a way to go beyond only the analysis of the frequency of codes and enables identifi-
cation of tacit themes and thematic structures (Merton, 1975), which was regarded
suitable considering the unexplored nature of the phenomena under study and a will
to gain understanding rather than statistics. Theme, in this case, refers to specific
patterns of meaning found in the data, including explicit as well as implicit content
(Joffe, 2012). An example is identification of a pattern of low sense of self-worth
among the research participants: it can be found by explicit mentions of it, or im-
plicit descriptions of it such as not seeing oneself worthy of having friends or sharing
ones thoughts in discussions.

While still being a non-quantifying model, thematic analysis provides the oppor-
tunity to stay transparent end ensure reliability and validity during the analysis by
using and sharing coding frames. Thematic analysis therefore combines the advan-
tages of qualitative methods by generating knowledge on meanings of the phenomenon
under study, not sacrificing the depth and richness of the findings, while still having
the advantages of many quantitative methods, including systematic and transparent
processes of analysis (Joffe, 2012).

The data analysis process begun with transliteration of the audio recordings from
the interviews. This was followed by reading and re-reading the interview transcripts
(Joffe, 2012).

Having developed a sense of the interview data, a conceptual tool with which to
classify, understand and examine the data was developed, often referred to as a coding
frame. It was mainly developed in an inductive way, letting them emerge from the
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data, but also continuously referred back to the literature, in order to avoid reinventing
the wheel (Joffe, 2012) as well as to ensure its validity (Aronson, 1994). The coding
was done by taking pieces of text and labeling them into certain categories (Joffe,
2012). Which pieces of text (items) that were chosen was based on a systematic
process of analyzing frequency (numerous occurrences of a phenomena), omission
(absence of an expected frequent phenomena) and declaration (phenomena held up
as significant by research participants) (LeCompte, 2000). Since the aspiration of
thematic analysis is to reflect a balanced view of the data and its meaning, an emphasis
was put on not attaching too much importance to the frequency (Joffe, 2012).

Categories then emerged by putting together items that were similar, in an itera-
tive process of modifying initial descriptions (LeCompte, 2000). The categories and
subcategories which emerged were:

– Organization (Purpose, Added value compared to other organizations, Culture,
Leadership, Democracy, Challenges, Optional/Coerced participation)

– Empowerment (Organization’s effect on members, Definitions of success for the
organization, Typical role models)

– Mobile phones (Use, Added value, Attitudes, Opportunities, Barriers)

The next step was to locate patterns, and to identify all data related to those
patterns (Aronson, 1994). The aim of this step was to reassemble the items in a
way that resembled a coherent explanation of the phenomena under study. The
locating of patterns included looking for characteristics such as sequences of events
and hypothesized patterns based on former research (LeCompte, 2000). In order to
make this step easier, the data was displayed graphically by constructing a matrix
with the categories and subcategories as columns and each interview having its own
row. In order to sustain the richness and depth of the data along the way, as much data
as possible was kept as quotes from the interviewees. The matrix was printed out on
A1 paper to fully be able to make use of the visualization. Frequencies, patterns and
relations between different data could be represented through color coding and lines
drawn between elements of the matrix. An example of such a relation is interviewees’
reflections on democracy (”board members have a responsibility to bring up issues of
the community members”) and mobile phone usage (”I have the number to over 60
community members in my phone, and I talk to them every two or three days”).

The last step was to derive general themes from the patterns by combining related
patterns. The themes should, when pieced together, form a comprehensive picture
of the research participants’ collective experience and the phenomena under study
(Aronson, 1994, LeCompte, 2000).

4.3 Critique and Reflections on Methodology

Thematic analysis can be considered a transparent method for analysis, increasing
the validity and reliability of the study. Furthermore, the interview guides are shared
in Appendix A and B.

Still, utilizing thematic analysis does not imply reflections on the self in relation
to research participants and the data that emerge (Joffe, 2012). It is therefore of
importance to reflect on different forms of bias and how they might affect data col-
lection and interpretation. Selectivity cannot be fully eliminated, but awareness is
key to reduce its impact. The source of bias is both formative and tacit theory. The
former refers to theories from research, and as a researcher I am of course affected by
the discipline in which I have been trained. This affects which unit of analysis that is
used in investigations (LeCompte, 2000). For example master’s thesis students within
public health, sociology or human-computer interaction would have developed differ-
ent research questions and methodology when given this research case. I have found
it very valuable to spend a lot of time at the collaborating NGO, being surrounded
by colleagues with other academical backgrounds than industrial engineering.
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Tacit theories, on the other hand, guide daily behavior, and is often used sub-
consciously to predict what will happen next LeCompte, 2000). Therefore, it is also
of importance to reflect on my positionality with respect to beliefs and behavior, as
well as to class, race, culture and gender, to get a better understanding on how it
underpins my research process and interpretation of research data and influences my
relationship with research subjects (Zheng, 2013b). The key to overcome this has been
to actively think of research participants as experts of their own lives and community-
based organizations. This was not that hard, considering that I was very new to the
subject when starting the research; I truly regarded them as experts. Furthermore,
it is important to avoid victimization. Last but not least, conducting research in a
context where you do not speak the language and are new to the culture affects the
quality of the data and how you interpret it. A person interviewing without an in-
terpreter, understanding subtle cultural codes and not being perceived as a stranger
would most probably collect richer data, as well as have a deeper understanding of
it in relation to the context where it was collected. In this case, it was valuable to
conduct key informant interviews where I could check the information I had collected.

4.4 Ethical Aspects

There are always ethical aspects to consider when conducting research, and these
become more important when a part of the research participants are sex workers
due to them being a marginalized and particularly vulnerable group in many senses.
Even though the research does not particularly study their situation as sex workers
but their role as members of a CBOs for women’s empowerment, many of these ethical
aspects have to be well considered.

4.4.1 Approaching and Interacting with Participants

An important aspect to consider for scholars conducting research on sex workers is
that approaching them might inflict potential harm for them, and that it is of great
importance to respect their privacy (Dewey, 2013). In this case, the potentially most
harmful kind of approaching - the one taking place on the streets or in brothels with
the aim to make them learn about the CBO - has already been done by peer educators
and outreach workers long before the study took place. However, it is still important
to not inflict any discomfort for these potentially vulnerable women. All interactions
took place at CBO offices, and they were asked about their will to participate by
people already known to them from the organization. The women were overall curious
about my presence and open to interaction, but I always let them approach me, to
ensure I did not make them feel uncomfortable.

During the interviews, it is important to not draw attention to their living condi-
tions and income generation strategies in a way that might threaten the women’s well
being and cause issues such as re-traumatization (Dewey, 2013). As a researcher, I
have a responsibility not to cause any harm to research subjects (Schutt, 2015)

4.4.2 Informed Consent

As a researcher, I have a responsibility to inform the participants of the purpose
of the research before they agree to participate (Collis and Hussey, 2009). Prior
to the interviews, all participants were given a consent form to be signed prior to
the interview. The form included information about the study and boxes to tick
regarding consent to participate, to have their name written in the report and to have
the interview audio recorded. Those who could not read had it explained for them by
me or the interpreter. Those who could not write their names got the option to put
their fingerprint on the form with ink.
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4.4.3 Confidentiality

All participants were given the consent form and the option to stay anonymous in
the report. However, among sex workers in particular due to their social stigma and
marginalization, confidentiality becomes a very important aspect (Zheng, 2013a). As
a researcher, I have a responsibility to minimize the risks that participation might
incur, including everything from risk of arrest to being outed as sex workers to their
family (Dewey, 2013). Therefore, I have avoided printing any of their names in
documents connecting them to their particular interview recordings or transcriptions.

4.4.4 Avoid Perpetuating Stigma

An important aspect when conducting research with sex workers is to avoid becom-
ing affected by the, as a result of marginalization, often generalized picture of sex
workers. This is not only due to the negative effect it has on data collection during
interviews, but also the risk of further stigmatizing and sustaining social prejudices
of this historically oppressed group (Chapkis 1996 as cited by Dewey, 2013). Fur-
thermore, seeing them as the experts on their own lives increases the chances of them
considering future collaboration with academics (Wahab, 2003). This study does not
study sex workers situation in particular but their role as members in a CBO for
women’s empowerment, but this ethical aspect still has some practical implications
during the field study. Overall, it is important to be aware of my own biases, and
make sure to fully respect the validity of the women’s statements and experiences
(Zheng, 2013a)
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5 Findings

5.1 Findings from Interviews

5.1.1 The Organization and Its Effect on the Women

First, I will describe the story of one of the research participants, to capture some of
the recurring themes during the interview study. Then, I will immerse in the broader
themes related to the organization and its effect on the women.

Priya’s Story

Priya’s1 story begins as a story of marginalization and a strong feeling of alienation.

”Before coming to this organization (...), I felt afraid to talk to anybody. (...) I used
to think, only I am there like this, doing sex work. Nobody else are there. All are
having good life, only my life has become like this. After joining Swathi Mahila

Sangha, I came to know that like me, many are there, like thousands of women are
like me. From that time I am working with them. (...) After coming here, I realized

that like me, many ladies are suffering.”

It was 12 years ago that she came to know about Swathi Mahila Sangha. How-
ever, not all those years have been spent working for the organization. After being
convinced by a relative, she spent 2,5 years having a normal job in a reception. She
tells me that it was a very easy job, just sitting in the reception and collecting money.
Still, something brought her back. It was not a case of salary - the salary for taking
on a role in SMS was far less than that of her reception job.

”My mind and my heart, everything, told me to work here. Because this is for us,
our life, our women. Female sex workers are working here. So I am working with

them, this gives me a little bit of happiness.”

Today, she is an outreach worker, with direct responsibility for 6 peer educators
and in total 250 community members. She tells me that she has learned how to speak
to others and help them solve problems, and that she has developed leadership skills.
As a leader, she thinks of herself as someone who can guide community members
and give them a comfort zone. When I ask about her own role models, she mentions
one of the founders of Swathi Mahila Sangha, who is often referred to as ”mother”
by community members. She admires her way of caring and the way she can make
others listen.

Priya enjoys her role as an outreach worker, but there are great challenges in her
work. The most difficult part is to approach female sex workers on the streets to tell
them about the organization. The first time she approaches a woman, the woman
fights with her, and it is hard to make her open up. She tries to convince the woman
by telling her that the organization is for them, that she is a member herself. It
usually takes one or two visits at one of the offices before the woman starts to share
her problems. Another task Priya struggles with is to manage the continuous contact
with the huge amount of members that she is responsible for. It is often necessary to
meet face-to-face, but they do not have time to give all of the women the attention
they might need.

When discussing the purpose of the organization and what role it plays in the
women’s lives, she thinks that Swathi Mahila Sangha fills an important gap in the
women’s lives. She says that before SMS, there was no one there to support female
sex workers. If the organization would close down today, there would be no one there
to monitor them and raise awareness of the services that are available, such as HIV
tests and condom distribution.

1The name has been changed to ensure anonymity of the participant.
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”Swathi Mahila Sangha is taking care about all female sex workers. Whatever they
need, if they face some violence, they have some medical problems, anything.”

We start talking about empowerment, and how success is defined within the or-
ganization. She emphasizes that the numbers are important for the projects, that it
is important to work for the targets and that they have a strong link to the women’s
empowerment. She also mentions other, separate initiatives, such as focus group
discussions. When I ask about the future, she is hoping to make the women more
empowered.

”Women are suffering and they are not complaining, because they do not know their
rights. I am thinking - all women should know their rights!”

The Women’s Situation, Before and After Swathi Mahila Sangha

As with the story of Priya, many of the women have a history of alienation and a
feeling that they deserve the difficulties they face. They have often not had that many
friends, have been very lonely and carried a feeling of guilt for being sex workers. Some
community members have struggled with problems related to alcohol or drugs.

After being part of Swathi Mahila Sangha, they have reduced their feeling of
alienation and loneliness. They feel a sense of pride that they did not have before,
and when I ask them about role models, they often proudly tell me their own story.
With help from the organization, they have developed an ability and increased their
possibility to handle their own decision-making in life.

They have also become aware of services that are available to them, such as testing
of HIV and other sexually transmitted diseases, government schemes and more. They
have developed a more healthy behavior by for example increasing their usage of
condom. For those who are HIV positive, SMS has often been the reason they have
become aware of their disease as well as started medicating for it. Among those
who have been addicted to alcohol or drugs, many have participated in de-addiction
programs.

SMS offers financial services, including the possibility to save money and taking
small loans. This has enabled them a more stable financial situation, where they have
a buffer for times when they need it. It has also made it possible for the women to
control the money they earn themselves, instead of a partner taking it from them or
someone stealing it. This has obvious benefits such as being able to buy their own
house, pay for their children’s education or other long-term investments, but it also
has a more direct effect. By having money saved, they can negotiate condom use
and avoid certain clients. If they do not feel safe or comfortable in a situation, the
potential financial loss of avoiding that situation is not as relevant. If they are in
desperate need of money, they usually become more vulnerable. The desperation can
be even stronger if they have a strong addiction to alcohol or drugs.

They have also become aware of that they have rights and started questioning
their situation. They know that they have the right to get treatment, as well as to
not have to suffer from harassment by the police or intimate partner violence. As one
of the board member puts it:

”People used to scream at me. Now I scream at them!”

With this quote, she refers to her own process from being a person suffering from
harassment by police and officials to become a person who goes to the police station
to defend other women.

The Added Value of the Organization and Its Characteristics

The women describe the organizational culture to resemble a family. As Priya de-
scribes, many refer to one of the founders as ”mother”, and the offices around the
city are often referred to as ”mother home”. They describe the organization to have
an open environment, and that they form a sense of trust to each other and the orga-
nization. The word ”share” is often used, and they emphasize how their organization
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is a place to ”share joys and sorrows”. Here, they can share what they cannot share
anywhere else. When I ask field workers about about their leadership, many describe
themselves as being like a friend.

”If we are angry with them, they will not be here. If we are friendly, they will share
all their moments, sadness, everything.”

Many of the women emphasize the importance of SMS for the women’s access to
services. Still, there are other organizations, for example NGOs, providing similar
services related to finance and health.

”Women don’t go to government hospitals because they get no respect.”

It becomes clear when talking with the women that the stigma of being a sex
worker constitutes a barrier to take services they need. However, when walking into
one of the ”mother homes”, they do not face the same stigma and discrimination,
since they are all sex workers. Also, when discussing about what would happen if
all the staff were changed, they say that they would trust the new ones too, but the
old ones know all their stories. In this environment, they do not have to explain who
they are.

”Friendship make them more receptive to services.”

The sense of belonging together has a positive impact on accessing services they
need, such as those related to health and finance. It also has some impact on safety,
since they can call other members or staff if they have trouble with for example the
police, and they will come to solve the crisis. By having this safety net, they get help
with handling issues they cannot handle themselves.

Their view of the organization as their organization is evident. They know that it
gathers women like themselves, sharing the same experiences and story, and that it
is managed by themselves. Many are inspired by the founders and proud of the story
of how it was created by a couple of women like themselves.

When I ask them about democracy and participation, they have knowledge on their
organizational structure, and can give examples democratic processes, for example of
how issues have been brought to the board. The board members participating in the
study emphasize their responsibility to listen to members, and they see themselves
as representatives. They mention routines such as introducing themselves to new
members and giving their phone numbers to everyone.

Current Challenges

The most common answer when I have asked about challenges for the organization is
the constant struggle with searching for and following both potential new members
and current members. There is a churn on members, and some leave the city for
some time while others stop showing up at the office or answer their phones for other
reasons. Some staff as well as members with different roles describe occasions when
they have been out in the city for hours looking for a member.

”In 2012 I searched for three months for one lady who was HIV positive. She was in
the last stage. In 3-4 days she was going to die. Then, she came back. Now she is

alright. It was the biggest challenge.”

Another issue is to make all members share their thoughts. As Priya mentions, it
often takes one or two visits for a new woman to become a member and open up to
a counselor or fellow member. There is a need for the women to feel safe and trust
the community before sharing. This is not only the case for new members, but also
relevant for board members. Some are said to not always have the ability raise their
voices during board meetings, despite having been elected democratically and having
a responsibility to bring issues to the board. This is crucial for their issues to be
taken further and solved by the organization. Yet another example is if a community
member does not trust or have a good relationship with the peer educator assigned
to her, resulting in a communication gap.
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”Only if the peer educator is friendly with her, she will share with her.”

In addition to these challenges, the emphasis on services can also be considered a
challenge. The field workers are all aware of the importance of a sense of belonging and
trust for the community members, but it seems as though a lot of the practical work is
focused on condom distribution, testing and health promotion. Some kind of trade-off
between providing services and actively working with increasing participation can be
seen, even though it is hard as an outsider visiting for a short time to say exactly
how much the latter is needed and how much the former is in fact something that
has been decided democratically. One can conclude though, that the field workers
mention condom distribution as part of their role and not as often talk about their
role in enhancing participation, such as a responsibility to help members with all sorts
of needs. As one of the key informants puts it:

”What sets you apart [as a CBO] is that you actually provide the understanding, the
flexibility, the willingness. [...] A place where you are accepted, or at least feel like

just another person. [...] I think over a period of time, that’s what’s lost or hidden.”

Summary

Theme Findings

Organization’s effect
on its members

– Reduction of alienation and increased sense of self-worth
and pride

– Awareness of services available
– Improved financial situation, health and safety
– Awareness of rights and inequalities
– Increased ability and possibility to decision-making

Added value of the
organization and its
characteristics

– Trusting, safe and familiar culture
– Less stigma and discrimination
– Informal safety net
– Channel to raise issues and help with solving them

Current challenges

– Searching for and following women (potential and current
members)

– Make members share in all situations (new members, cur-
rent members, board members)

– Emphasis on services might be at the expense of true
participation

Table 5.1: The connection between characteristics of CBOs and empowerment.

5.1.2 The Organizational Usage of Mobile Phones

”If mobile is not there, our work is not there.”

Mobile phones are considered valuable tools by almost all of the research partici-
pants, for managing the organization as well as for handling personal issues. However,
to which extent they use it varies.

Logistics

”We need the phone to call her. After call, we meet directly face-to-face.”

Most field workers describe a process of calling, deciding on a landmark and meet-
ing up, which, in a big city like Bangalore, saves them a lot of time. Some community
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members call the office prior to going there, in order to know for example if the doctor
or the cashier is currently there. Some staff use it for reminding members on an up-
coming appointment or event. Mobile phones are used as a tool for solving day-to-day
logistics and decrease the time spent on looking for each other.

Many also emphasize the importance of mobile phones for solving crises. They
mention the community crisis team number they can call. Some also describe occa-
sions where they have picked up the phone in the middle of the night to solve some
problems. Staff, board members as well as field worker describe crises such as police
issues where they have to go to the police station and solve the problem, where a call
on their mobile phone is their cue for action.

With day-to-day logistics as well as crisis management, mobile phones are used as
a tool for simplifying the logistics around physical meetings. This is a way of utilizing
mobile phones that is used by almost all participants.

Complement

”If it is easily solved in phones, we solve in phones.”

In addition to using mobile phones for logistics, some field workers tell me that
they sometimes solve issues over the phone instead of meeting. This depends on how
serious the issue is. Some mention follow-ups related to health issues done over phone.
A cashier describes the typical action in her phone:

”I have 500 community members as contacts. Some call casually to talk to me.
Some ask for treatments, if counselors or lab technicians are there. Some will be

talking about savings.”

With her great amount of contacts, she is more contactable than most research
participants, but she is a good representative of someone using their mobile phone for
both logistics and to solve issues. Also, like many mention, she is accessible almost
anytime, even when she is at home with her family.

The cashier also mentions casual calls, which is a recurring theme during the in-
terviews and refers to calls happening without having any specific issue to solve in
mind when calling but rather just to ask how they are feeling. This seems to hap-
pen between field workers and community members, but also between staff or board
members and community members. When discussing potential future use related to
casual contact, such as sending occasional text messages with positive pictures or
logos related to Swathi Mahila Sangha, the overall response is good.

”It can make them feel connected, like someone cares.”

Channel for Sharing

As mentioned, board members are also part of this routine of casual calls. A board
member describes her typical usage:

”I have 62 community members as contacts. I will contact them once in two or three
days. [...] If I stop calling my community members, they will think ’oh, she left us,
she doesn’t have any interest in us’. I call, identify which problems they are facing

and ask why they have not come to office.”

It becomes clear that she has a routine of calling community members without
having an outspoken responsibility to do so, and that she sees her continuous contact
as important. The accessibility to board members via mobile phone is a recurring
theme during interviews with board members as well as other research participants,
and comes up when discussing democracy and crisis management rather than when
explicitly discussing mobile phones. One board members describes her routine of
welcoming new members by counseling them and then giving them her phone number
to call anytime. When I ask a peer educator about how she raises an issue in the
organization, she says:
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”I got all the board members’ numbers. [...] If there is a problem, I will call them.”

Many also mention the Community Crisis Team helpline number, as many issues
from there are brought to the board, especially if some issues are recurring.

Summary

Theme Findings

Logistics

– Call prior to meeting in city
– Call prior to visiting office
– Call for reminding about upcoming meeting
– Contact during crisis

Complement

– Solve issues over phone
– Casual calls for well-being
– Accessible anytime

Channel for sharing

– Everyone has phone number to board members
– Board members encourage contacting them and sharing

issues
– Issues raised through helpline number is brought to board

Table 5.2: Findings on the role of mobile phones within Swathi Mahila Sangha

5.1.3 Barriers for Mobile Phone Usage

Secret Identity and Safe Procedures

A common condition coming up during interviews, without having asked about it
explicitly, is:

”My husband does not know I am a sex worker.”

This affects their mobile phone usage and has made many community members
develop different procedures for minimizing the risk of revealing their identity as
sex workers, mainly for their family both also for potential officials and police that
might confront them. Some have two different mobile phones which separates their
family life from their life as sex workers (clients as well as contact with Swathi Mahila
Sangha). Others have one phone, but several SIM-cards.

”I will change the SIM-card when I am home. I have 2 SIMs. In Bangalore I use
this SIM, and the other in the village.”

Also, there are some problems with the women not giving the right contact number
to Swathi Mahila Sangha. During a former small-scale investigation on community
members’ mobile phone usage conducted by one of the key informants, it was evident
that their situation brings privacy to a whole new level. Even the smallest indication
for the family that she is a sex worker is a disaster.

Stories of Harassment

Many women have experiences of harassment over the phone, mainly from clients.
The women usually solve this by buying a new SIM-card and throwing away the old
one. If this was the number that they gave to Swathi Mahila Sangha, they are no
longer contactable.

”You have to call her, and if she doesn’t receive your call, you have no other
chance.”
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The Value of Face-to-Face Interaction

Even though some have gone from only meeting physically to handling some issues
over the phone, many still consider face-to-face to be the preferable way to interact
even though it is more time consuming. Some do not see opportunities in handling
issues over the phone.

”No, we are not giving counseling over the phone. We call, then she come
face-to-face. [...] Only face-to-face she will be comfortable.”

The Barrier Between Button Phone and Smartphone, and Usage Beyond
Calling

Statistics collected by the collaborating NGO show that 19% of the women use smart-
phones, while the remaining mobile phones users (77%, i.e. almost the rest) use a
button phone. Regardless of phone model, the primary feature that they use is call-
ing, and few mention any form of messaging. Smartphone users usually do not use
more than a few smartphone features such as applications.

The main answers to why they do not have a smartphone is related to their current
knowledge on how to use them.

”I don’t know how to operate it.”

Also, related to smartphone usage as well as text messaging, they mention illiteracy
as a barrier.

Money Issues

When asked about why they do not have a smartphone, no one mentions money. Still,
some mention it when discussing messaging and calling, and some use strategies such
as giving a missed call to make the other person call you back.

”You cannot send out [a message] and then just assume. It has to be a free number
so that people will respond.”

Positive Attitudes and Confidence

The women do state that they do not know how to operate a smartphone. How-
ever, when asked about what they would think of getting training in it, they are
overwhelmingly positive. Some express a positive attitute about training even before
getting asked about it.

”I don’t know [how to operate a smartphone] now, but if I will be given training, I
can do it.”

Swathi Mahila Sangha also has a record of other types of training for the women,
such as financial and business training.

In addition to the positive attitude, when asking smartphone users of how they
have learned how to use it, they seem to have found their own ways of learning it.
Some have watched other women in the offices, while others have learned from their
children. Overall, despite expressing some barriers, their confidence and mindset
related to technology does not constitute a strong barrier.
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Summary

Theme Findings

Secret identity and
safe procedures

– Secret identity as sex workers, risk of revealing to family
or police and officials

– Procedures for keeping lives apart, several phones or
SIM-cards

Stories of harass-
ment

– Solve harassment by throwing away SIM-card
– Loosing the only number, not contactable

The value of face-to-
face interaction

– Some do not feel comfortable to share over the phone

The barrier between
button phone and
smartphone, and us-
age beyond calling

– Many women do not know how to operate smartphones
– Cannot use smartphone or text messaging due to illiter-

acy

Money issues

– Routines for saving money, such as giving missed call
instead of calling themselves

– Cannot expect the women to use their phone in a way
that costs money

Positive attitudes
and confidence

– Positive to training
– Stories of learning themselves

Table 5.3: Barriers for mobile phone usage
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6 Analysis and discussion

6.1 RQ1: How Do Community-Based Organizations
Promote Women’s Empowerment?

To answer this question, I will take my starting point in this space for change they have
created for themselves. I will discuss the characteristics and activities of the space,
and then analyze how these have an effect on power relations within and outside that
space and promote empowerment.

6.1.1 A Safe Space

From descriptions of the organization and the findings, it becomes clear that Swathi
Mahila Sangha is a claimed space on a local level, and that power structures from
society are not as evident within the space as outside. The reasons for this has its basis
in characteristics of the space, which in turn has implications on the empowerment
of community members.

Meeting and Interacting with Others Like Themselves

A recurring theme among the women is that they have a story of marginalization
and alienation, having suffered from a low sense of self-worth and a feeling of being
alone in their situation. When becoming part of the organization, their alienation
is reduced, they become more confident and they start questioning their situation.
Many also describe how they have gone from not having friends, not knowing that
anybody else was a sex worker, to knowing that there are many out there who face
the same problems. Through the organization, they have received a network of people
they can trust and get support from. Some refer to Swathi Mahila Sangha as their
family.

Related to the fact that the space have resulted in a family-like network of trust,
there is reason to go back to the definition of sense of community, defined as ”a feeling
that members have a belonging, a feeling that members matter to one another and the
group, and a shared faith that members’ needs will be met through their commitment
to be together”(McMillan and Chavis 1986, p. 9 as cited by Hyde and Chavis, 2008).
It is related to the concept of social capital, but refers more to the feeling of trust and
working together for change, rather than the benefits gained through it. By entering
this space, they have been able to form new relationships and developed an informal
safety net that many did not have before, and a feeling of belonging.

By becoming part of the CBO, two clear benefits can be seen. The first is that
they get to meet other like themselves, which makes them realize that they are not
alone in their situation. The second benefit is that they, as literature also suggests
can define their realities together, by sharing their experiences of subordination and
interpret their situations in new ways.

Field workers all agree that it takes a couple of visits and encouraging before
potential new members starts trusting them. To encourage them to join the organi-
zation, field workers emphasize that they themselves are sex workers, and that the
organization consists of women just like themselves. This brings the question of sepa-
ratist spaces to mind. As literature on women’s collective actions suggest, the power
relation between the norm person and the deviating person can constitute a barrier
for defining your own reality. These women often face stigma and discrimination in
society, for example when visiting hospitals, but as the women themselves point out,
in this space they are like anyone else. It is a space only for female sex workers and
staff dedicated to work with them. In this space, they get the chance to define their
own realities. Probably, it is not a necessity for the space to be separatist, but if not,
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the risk of bringing the power relation of norm and deviating person into the space
increases.

In conclusion, the women face less stigma and can form trust within this space, and
are able to interact with others having the same experiences as themselves. They can
start questioning their situation as individuals and as a group. Through this, they are
empowered from the ’power from within’ view, since they start perceiving themselves
differently and reduce internalized oppression. Together, they also start questioning
inequalities and can take concrete action collectively (for example by helping each
other with police issues), and gain ’power with’.

Creating Sense of Community, and the Importance of It

It becomes clear that the women often have a history of not being able to trust others.
This is shown by the fact that it takes them several times to even take a membership,
as well as the emphasis by field workers on the importance of the community members
to be comfortable. There are barriers related to trust and comfort that stand in the
way of opening up and start sharing issues and ideas.

As described above, sense of community in itself is empowering. However, I also
find that there is a relation between sense of community and participation, which has
implications for organizations with a bottom-up approach. As mentioned, sense of
community has in former research been found to have a positive impact on community
involvement. In this study, I find that sense of community is a prerequisite for sharing
ideas and issues, and therefore necessary in order for the women to participate in
decision-making in the space. The familiar and trusting culture is therefore of great
importance for organizations aiming at true participation, and they must foster a
sense of community among members.

6.1.2 The Power of Participation

Service-Delivery and Its Relation to Power

The combination of listening to members’ needs and addressing them collectively is
the core of community-based organizations. Swathi Mahila Sangha provides many
different services to its members, and they have often originated out of common con-
cerns being raised and brought further within the democratic structure. However,
growing into a formal structure in order to enable delivery of many services has its
drawbacks, and as can be seen from the findings that the responsibility to deliver
services can sometimes overshadow working for true participation. In terms of gov-
ernance and democratic structure, Swathi Mahila Sangha can be considered a role
model for other organizations, but it is rather the mindset that probably all CBOs
should be aware of. It really cannot be emphasized enough: members’ needs should
not be seen as something disruptive for the organization (Murphy, 2014). The jug-
gling between service-delivery and true participation is an interesting issue, though
not within the scope of this paper. However, as will be suggested, it raises questions
for further research.

Still, service-delivery as something separate from empowerment is not true. An
organization appearing to be focusing only on services may in fact be contributing
to create conditions for new skills and develop leaders who can challenge power more
directly in the future (Gaventa, 2005). Thanks to services, members of Swathi Mahila
Sangha increase their overall health, and some go from being homeless to having
a place to sleep. These are definitely steps towards the ability to change power
structures. An example of a direct relation between services and empowerment is
financial services. Through access to savings accounts and micro loans, they can
start to economically contribute to their household and thus participate in economic
decision-making- an example of ’power over’.

This kind of empowerment attributable to service-delivering CBOs as well as
NGOs. Still, CBOs have advantages in the sense that they might be more accessible
due to the safe space in which the services are delivering, as well as their participatory
approach which ensures that they are delivering the right services.
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Not an Organization For Us, But Ours

From the findings, another connection between participation and empowerment emerge.
This one is not related to the way participation can increase the understanding of lo-
cal needs, but rather the participation per se. Or, more specifically, the fact that
the women themselves are managing the organization - by sharing their opinions and
by taking on leadership roles. This becomes evident when looking at two different
themes.

CBOs often begin with passionate people within the community feeling the need for
change (German, 2010), which also is the case for Swathi Mahila Sangha. The story of
how they were created, by women like themselves, is known within the organization.
They are also well aware of that the organization is governed by themselves, both
in terms of decision making and in terms of managing leader roles and processes.
These two facts give them a view of the organization as their organization, rather
than something that is done for them.

On an individual level, the women who take on a leader role get a sense of pride
by doing so. This is related to their role as someone who takes care of others, and
the fact that they have gained leadership skills.

These two themes both have connections to how the women perceive themselves
individually and as a group. The fact that they have created their own space to make
a change is in itself empowering, since they perceive themselves to be able to do these
things. The same goes for those who have taken on a leader role, which makes them
perceive themselves differently. All in all, through participation per se - partaking
in decision-making and/or actively managing, they start perceiving themselves as
entitled to make decisions and strengthen their ’power from within’. ’Power from
within’ is thus not only gained from being together - sense of community - but also
from doing together - participation.

6.1.3 Summary

Gaventa (2005) claims that power gained in one space can be used within others,
which is shown in the example of Swathi Mahila Sangha. They strengthen their
’power over’, ’power with’ and ’power from within’ within the space, which can then
be used outside of it. This points on the strengths of this particular space - without
stigma, being self-created and self-managed - in changing power structures in society.

This paper aims at contributing to knowledge on communities from an organiza-
tional perspective, and the results on how CBOs promote women’s empowerment can
be summarized as seen in Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1: The connection between characteristics of CBOs and empowerment.

This has implications on what CBOs should put effort on developing in order to
promote empowerment. In conclusion, fostering of a sense of community is of benefit,
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since it, in itself, is empowering for marginalized communities. Sense of community is
not only empowering per se, but also a prerequisite for sharing issues and ideas, and
thus for participation. Trust, comfort and absence of stigma are necessary within the
organization for developing a sense of community, but this does not necessarily mean
that the organization has to be separatist. However, being separatist decreases the
risk of bringing the power relation of norm and deviating person into the space.

Participation ensures that the activities, such as delivery of different services,
are based on the needs of the community. This can enable the right conditions for
future empowerment, as well as have a direct impact. The participation in itself is
also empowering, as the community members start to perceive themselves differently
when partaking in decision-making and managing the organization.

6.2 RQ2: What Role Can Mobile Phones Play in
Community-Based Organizations?

To answer this question, I will take my starting point in the framework on how ICT,
in this case mobile phones, can affect a space - by making it efficient and expanding
it. Then, I will connect this to the characteristics that were found to be vital for
CBOs - sense of community and participation, and add findings related to those
characteristics but not fitting into the framework of efficiency and expansion.

6.2.1 Making the Space Efficient

Almost all field workers use mobile phones in a way that increases the efficiency of
their work, and all participants see it as a valuable tool in their personal life. By using
mobile phones, they can find each other more easily, which is useful in field workers’
day-to-day work as well as when handling members who seem to have disappeared
or are not able to visit the office. There are also those handling some issues over the
phone, without meeting physically.

As with all ways of making processes more efficient, it reduces the time and effort
spent on activities not creating value. This means that the women can spend more
time either on organizational activities, or in other ways they wish to spend it. From
an organizational perspective, a practical example is that members or staff can spend
time on solving a crisis instead of waiting for a lab technician in the office.

6.2.2 Expanding the Space

Swathi Mahila Sangha expands their space outside of the CBO office in two ways
with the help of mobile phones. The first way is by their helpline that their members
can call anytime to handle crises or issues they are facing. By this helpline, they
are expanding their space, in particular the characteristic of safety, and bringing it
outside of their office. This, in turn, makes it possible for the women to increase their
freedom to act outside the physical space of their office.

The second way they are expanding their space is through their routine of casually
talking to each other, which in turn makes the women feel connected and like someone
cares about them even when not physically meeting. The benefits of belonging to a
context, having an informal safety net and sharing experiences are therefore increased
and brought outside of their physical space.

6.2.3 Relation to CBO Characteristics

Sense of Community

Through mobile phones, many talks are happening that might now have happened
otherwise due to physical distance. By being able to casually talk to each other, the
sense of community is increased, which, as discussed, is empowering per se as well as
a prerequisite for participation.
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Participation - Less Hierarchy, More Democracy

Swathi Mahila Sangha has more members than most CBOs, and a formal structure
has been developed to manage the organization. In terms of formal structure, they
are succeeding with enhancing democracy. However, there are still risks of barriers.
The relationship between peer educator and community member is the most clear
example. If the community member does not feel comfortable, she might not share
her problems, which constitutes an invisible barrier for participation. Also, if the peer
educator for some reason does not want to bring the issues further, she can exercise
a form of hidden power.

However, it is evident from the findings that mobile phones enable many interac-
tions across the organization, decreasing the drawbacks of structure and hierarchy.
Through mobile phones, board members as well as others become more accessible,
and the risk of any unwanted forms of power being exercised decreases. The way
mobile phones is an encouraged tool for contacting board members is particularly
interesting, clearly showing how mobile phones can be used to further democratize
decision-making within a CBO.

In addition to creating more channels to share through, the helpline numbers is
also increasing participation, since issues from there are often brought to the board.

6.2.4 Summary

This paper aims at contributing with knowledge on how ICT can be used for devel-
opment in an organizational context. A summary of how mobile phones is used and
contributes to empowerment within Swathi Mahila Sangha can be seen in Figure 6.2.

All in all, mobile phones are valuable tools when it comes to managing organiza-
tional activities more efficiently, which results in more time and effort spent on doing
things of value. By having a helpline for crises, urgent issues can be solved and safety
is increased. The connection between improvements of conditions and empowerment
can be found in the discussion and analysis of RQ1.

The possibility to talk when not physically meeting increases the sense of commu-
nity, which has a direct link to empowerment and also is a prerequisite to participation.
Not fitting into the framework of expanding or making efficient, mobile phones also
serve as tools for creating more channels for sharing, which is linked to participation.

These findings show that there are opportunities for community-based organiza-
tions as well as others not only to make their organization more efficient, which is a
somewhat common view on organizational ICT, but also to make it more participa-
tory as well as to increase the sense of community. It shows that mobile phones is
not only a tool for empowerment for the individual, but also as a tool for supporting
collective initiatives for empowerment.

6.3 RQ3: What Barriers are There for the Organi-
zations in Utilizing Mobile Phones?

To answer this question, I will discuss my findings in relation to former research on
the digital gender divide and risk related to ICT, and discuss implications on organi-
zational utilization of mobile phones. I will also give a brief comment on implications
on the possibilities for the third part of the framework for organizational applications
of ICT - the creation of new spaces.

There is already plenty of research on the digital gender divide and its underlying
factors, but, as discussed, former studies constitute a plethora of quantitative and
qualitative studies emphasizing different barriers as the most urgent to overcome.
This, more than anything, show how not only gender, but many other factors too,
affect ICT adoption. This paper does not aim at prove other studies wrong, but
rather generate knowledge on yet another subgroup and their relation to ICT.
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Figure 6.2: The role of mobile phones in Swathi Mahila Sangha.

6.3.1 Procedures for Safety

ICT is not neutral, but affected by existing power structures in society (Sida, 2015),
and it becomes evident when investigating the community members’ relation to mobile
phones. Sex workers all over the world face marginalization and stigma, and mobile
phones can increase their risk of revealing their identity to for example family and
police. Due to this risk, they develop procedures for keeping different parts of life
clearly apart, for example by using several SIM-cards or mobile phones. This might
not only be the case for sex workers, but also for other marginalized groups such as
those within the LGBT-community, or those being strictly controlled by an intimate
partner.

Female politicians, survivors of domestic violence as well as many other women
around the globe experience harassment through ICT. This is also the case for women
in this context. This also forces them to develop procedures for safety, such as throw-
ing away their SIM-card and get a new one with a new number.

These procedures are not only costly, but they constitute a barrier on an or-
ganizational level. They make the women become less contactable, sometimes not
contactable at all. For example, if a member has not showed up for some time and
the organization suspects that she is facing some sort of crisis, and she recently has
thrown away her SIM-card, they might not be able to help her. Also, the organization
does not want to increase the risk of the women, and all types of contact indicating
that they are sex workers might do.
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6.3.2 Literacy, Money and Knowledge

Typical underlying factors of the digital gender divide are illiteracy, money and knowl-
edge. These are found in this context too, and constitute barriers for the organization
in the sense that they affect to which extent the organization can benefit from other
features than calling, for example text messaging or smartphone features. They can-
not expect the women to understand text messages, due to illiteracy, nor respond to
messages, due to money issues. Regarding upgrading to smartphones, the women see
illiteracy and lack of knowledge on how to operate them as barriers.

6.3.3 Varying Need of Face-to-Face Interaction

Many field workers use their mobile phones to solve uncomplicated issues, while still
emphasizing the need for face-to-face interaction to different extents. Some are pos-
itive to replacing some physical meetings with talking over the phone, which, as
discussed, has implications on organizational efficiency. However, some are not as
comfortable with handling personal issues through mobile phones, which, if they are
not provided the opportunity for a physical meeting instead, can make them unable
to share and in turn have a negative impact on participation. All in all, the varying
need of face-to-face interaction can be considered both an opportunity and a barrier.

6.3.4 Confident Mindset

Some studies show that technology is sometimes perceived as something that women
should not engage with, or too hard for women to learn. However, in this case, almost
all community members participating have a positive attitude towards learning more,
and do not express any concern related to their capability to learn. As mentioned,
this does not show that women in general do not have a mental barrier related to
technology, but rather that not all women do.

6.3.5 Future Creation of New Spaces

There are many examples on how safe, claimed spaces are created online to share
experiences. From seeing how the women of Swathi Mahila Sangha benefit from
being part of a community and sharing experiences, benefits can be expected if they
would for example interact with other similar collectives for sex workers around the
globe. However, since most of the community members are not frequent users of the
Internet, this is something for the future.

6.3.6 Summary

In conclusion, the digital gender divide is evident in this context too. Many of the
expected barriers to utilization are found, but an unexpected finding is that these
women have a positive attitude to learning and a mindset that they are capable of
learning if they get the opportunity. Most importantly, this study presents empirical
evidence on the relation between barriers to ICT and organizational utilization of it,
and proves that these barriers are relevant to address by the organizations in order
to fully benefit from utilizing mobile phones.
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7 Conclusions

7.1 Main RQ: How Can Mobile Phones Be Utilized
by Women’s Community-Based Organizations
to Promote Empowerment?

In this study, it has been shown that community-based organizations (CBOs) consti-
tute spaces that promote women’s empowerment, and that they have benefits that
other organizations of civil society lack. When the women claim their own space,
where they can meet each other, interact with each other, be in charge of decision-
making and manage the organization, they are empowered. This study aimed at con-
tributing with knowledge on communities from an organizational perspective. This
study has shown the importance of participation for CBOs, making them put effort
on the right initiatives that meet the women’s real needs and thus give them the right
conditions for empowerment. In addition, participation has, in itself, been found to be
empowering. It has also been shown that fostering a sense of community is necessary
for CBOs, as it is a prerequisite for sharing and thus participation. Sense of commu-
nity is, too, in itself empowering. However, in order to feel a sense of community, the
women have to be comfortable and not face any stigma within the space. This can be
easier to achieve in a separatist space where the women do not have to be perceived
as deviating from the norm.

This study has generated knowledge on what role mobile phones can play in
community-based organizations. To start with, a framework for analyzing how ICT
can affect spaces was developed based on former research, including making spaces
efficient, expanding spaces and creating new spaces. In the context of this study, mo-
bile phones were found to be valuable tools in making the organization more efficient.
They were also found to expand the space, in the sense that members could increase
their sense of community despite not meeting face-to-face, as well as feel safer out-
side of the CBO offices. An additional interesting finding was that mobile phones
created new channels for sharing experiences, which increased the CBOs ability to
foster true participation. As for creating new spaces, the women of this study were
not frequent Internet users and thus not ready for that step, but by looking at their
positive experiences from being part of a community, there will probably be interest
and opportunities in the future.

This study shows that the barriers for ICT usage related to gender also have
implications for organizational utilization of mobile phones, which CBOs as well as
other organizations have to address and overcome to fully benefit from ICT utilization.
This study confirms illiteracy, risks and harassment, technological knowledge and
money to constitute barriers to women’s mobile phone usage, and having implications
on organizational utilization of mobile phones. Unlike other studies related to women’s
ICT usage, this study does not confirm the mindset of not being capable to learn
technology as a barrier - the women of this study express confidence in learning. This
shows, more than anything, that there are many factors having an impact on ICT
adoption, and that organizations have to take the context into consideration when
attempting to utilize ICT.

7.2 Future Research

Organizational Utilization of ICT4D

As has been discussed throughout this study, ICT4D in an organizational context has
not yet seen its portion of research. As evidence from this study as well as many
others show, there are benefits with collective action, and further investigation within
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this field would be of benefit for the academical world as well as the development
sphere. Organizational ICT tend to focus on efficiency, but it would be interesting
to further develop the idea of how ICT can affect spaces in different ways - making
efficient, expanding and creating.

Handling Growth of CBOs - Service Focus and Participation

Throughout the whole study, the tendency to focus on services, numbers and in-
strumental outcomes has been an interesting side track to ponder about, though not
relevant for this study to further analyze. However, more empirical knowledge on
CBOs in general, and this juggle in particular, would be of benefit for the develop-
ment of the community-based model. In particular, it would be interesting to study
how a CBO can grow into a big, formal structure, delivering many services and show-
ing numerical outcomes, but still never consider members’ inputs as being disruptive.
Or, how a CBO can grow big and satisfy their members’ needs, without developing
any formal structure at all.

Sustainable ICT Training

In this study, it was shown that many of the women would benefit from getting
training in ICT usage, especially related to safety and risks (blocking numbers instead
of throwing away SIM-card etc.) but also for overcoming barriers and being able
to use more features. However, it is best for CBOs not to become dependent on
external knowledge. Therefore, it would be interesting to study the opportunities
for developing a ”training new trainers” model for sustainable ICT learning within
CBOs.

Women’s Empowerment Becoming Women’s Burden

Last but not least, the dark side of women’s self-created spaces comes to mind - can
the work towards their own empowerment become overwhelming? Women’s time is
not free, and it would be interesting to investigate their experiences of coping with
life as it is while at the same time working hard for changing power structures.
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Appendix A. Interview guide, staff and community members

A Interview guide, staff and community

members

A.1 Presentation

1. Introduction of myself and the project.
2. Describe the format of the interview (semi-structured, free to share thoughts)

and the expected duration (45 min).
3. Ask whether or not I can audio record the interview and give them the consent

form.

A.2 Introduction

– What is your name?
– Do you have a family?
– Could you describe a typical day in your life?
– What is your level of education?
– Do you know how to read Kannada?
– Do you know how to read English?

A.3 Relation to the organization

– How long have you been in SMS?
– How did you find out about SMS?
– Why did you join SMS?
– What parts of SMS do you like the most?
– What is your role in SMS today?
– Why did you decide to take on a role in SMS?
– What responsibilities do you have in your role?
– What do you like most about your work?
– What are the biggest challenges in your work?
– What can SMS or Swasti do to make your work easier?
– How would you describe your leadership?

A.4 The organization

– What is the purpose of SMS?
– If a woman becomes a member, one year later, how has her life changed?
– How has SMS changed your life?
– What are the biggest challenges for SMS today?

A.5 Deeper understanding of organizational culture

– Example: When a woman comes in here, and she only wants to be here, but
not get any treatment or tests, what happens?

– Example: If SMS would be closed for a month, how would that affect the
women’s lives?

– Example: If all the staff would be changed, how would the women react?
– Example: If you would not show up here anymore, what would happen?
– When you are here at this office, what behavior is expected?
– Is there something that is not allowed?
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– Many people have heroes and role models that inspire them. Who do you think
is a role model?

– What kind of feelings do you usually share?

A.6 Democracy

– Can you describe how democracy works in SMS?
– If you have an issue that you want SMS to do something about, what do you

do?

A.7 Mobile phones

– Do you have mobile phone?
– Is it a button phone or a smartphone?
– How do you use your phone in a day?
– If you would not have a mobile phone, how would your life change?
– What do you find difficult about mobile phones?
– If smartphone:

– How did you learn to use a smartphone?
– What features do you use?

– If not a smartphone:
– Why do you not have a smartphone?
– Have you ever used a smartphone?
– Would you like to learn how to use it?
– If you would learn it by yourself, how would you do it?

– Do your friends use smartphones?
– How did they learn?

A.8 Opportunities for mobile phone utilization

– What would you think of using mobile phones more in SMS?
– Do you have any ideas on how you could use it more?
– What positive things do you see with mobile phones?
– What negative things do you see with mobile phones?
– Example: Some women live very far away. If you, instead of meeting her, would

just talk over the phone, what would you think of it?
– Example: If you would get a picture every morning from SMS, saying something

nice, what would you think of it?
– Example: If you would get messages and reminders that you would have to

respond to, what would you think of it?
– Some women have not told their husbands or family that they are in sex work.

Does this make communication through mobile phones risky?
– Example: If SMS would have a course in how to use smartphones in your work,

would you attend it?
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B Interview guide, key informants

B.1 Presentation

1. Introduction of myself and the project.
2. Describe the format of the interview (semi-structured, free to share thoughts)

and the expected duration (45 min).
3. Ask whether or not I can audio record the interview and give them the consent

form.

B.2 Introduction

– What is your name?
– What do you work with?
– What are the biggest challenges in your work?

B.3 Swathi Mahila Sangha

– What is the purpose of SMS?
– What are the most important activities and actions within SMS?
– How much is ”forced” upon the women, and how much is purely free choice?
– What effect do you think SMS has on the women?
– In what way does SMS work towards women’s empowerment?
– Empowerment can be seen either as a process (capacity building and participa-

tion of excluded groups) or an outcome (design, management and evaluation of
development activities). What is mostly the case for SMS?

– What are the biggest challenges for SMS today?
– How is success for SMS measured on an organizational level?
– How is success for SMS measured on an individual level?

B.4 Community-based organizations

– In what way can SMS be considered community-based?
– What good things can you say about this model?
– What are the challenging parts?

B.5 Mobile phones

– What mobile phone-related initiatives have you introduced before?
– Which ones are you working with right now?
– What opportunities do you see with technology within CBOs?
– What risks do you see?
– What barriers do you see?
– What are your thoughts on becoming ”controlling” on the women through tech-

nology?
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