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INTRODUCTION 
For over 15 years, The Carter Center has served as a leader 

in advancing passage, implementation, and enforcement of 

access to information regimes and in raising the interna-

tional profile of the value of the right to information. 

Through this work, the Center’s Global Access to           

Information Program has identified a potential inequity 

facing women in the exercise of the right to information.   

 

Though recent years have witnessed a plethora of research 

and programming related to voice, participation, and em-

powerment of women, access to information has been     

implied rather than explicitly identified as a core ingredient 

for success. Continuing failure to engage in gender-

sensitive policy making, entrenched cultural mores, lack of 

engagement from women’s civil society organizations, in-

formation flows that exclude women, illiteracy, household 

responsibilities, and immobility all have played a role in 

creating gender asymmetries in the exercise of the right to 

information.  

 

To test our hypothesis that women are not able to access 

information at the same rate as men, we developed a study 

that we have conducted in Liberia and Guatemala and cur-

rently are applying in Bangladesh. The study also is de-

signed to identify the main obstacles facing women in   

accessing information and the types of information most 

critical to women for economic empowerment. The overall 

goal of the project is to make the right to information 

meaningful for women in Liberia. 

 

What Is Access to Information? 
 

Access to information, also called freedom of information, 

is a fundamental human right enshrined in the Universal     

Declaration of Human Rights and enjoyed by over 4 billion 

people in more than 100 countries around the world.      

Access to information allows the general public to seek and 

receive information held by governments and often private 
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 A woman participates in the 2013 International 
Right to Know Day high school debate in Grand 
Bassa County.  
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Research Questions 
 
The following research questions served as the basis of 
the study:   
 
1. Do women access critical government information 

less frequently than men? 
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Inequities in Access to Information 
 
All three respondent groups within the sample were asked whether women access information at the same rate as men. 

The findings from community leaders and expert interviews overwhelmingly indicate the perception that women GR�QRW 

access information as easily or as frequently as do men. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When asked to recall an experience when they had attempted to access government-held information, 54.7 percent of 
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Cultural and Structural Barriers 
 

When asked to rank the top barriers facing women in the 

exercise of their right to information, community leaders 

across all five regions most frequently identified the   

following:  

 

1. Illiteracy 

2. Fear of asking 

3. Not knowing where to go/how to ask 

4. Time (i.e., childcare, housework, and being “too 

busy”) 

5. Mobility and distance to the public office  

 

Experts were asked to describe the impact of the contin-

ued inaccessibility of government-held information for 

women. The majority of expert responses fell into three 

categories:  

 

 60 percent said that women will be deprived oppor-

tunities and gender inequalities will be perpetuated.  

 58.3 percent mentioned that overall development 

will be stultified and Liberian society will suffer.  

 A few experts indicated that violence against women 

would continue.   

 

When experts were asked if overcoming identified      

obstacles and making information accessible would   

contribute to increased economic empowerment for 

women, 98.3 percent responded affirmatively.   

 

Qualitative data indicated that many of the barriers to 

women accessing critical information are interrelated.  

One community leader explained, “Men also caused 

women to not be educated by keeping women in the 

back taking care of children.” This leader’s sentiment 

describes the impact of multiple vectors of oppression, 

including culturally influenced gender norms, lack of 

education, and the burden of domestic duties on       

women’s empowerment.   

 

Terms such as “weak minded,” “inferior,” and 

“uninterested” were prevalent throughout qualitative  

responses from men—including from government offi-

cials—in all five regions of the study as a means of ex-

plaining differential access to information for women. 

However, response context and researcher notes suggest 

that often these terms might speak to capacity and not 

necessarily to inherent traits of women. Moreover, wom-

en interviewed belied this male perception by consistent-

ly noting the importance of information for their ad-

vancement and often described with precision the exact 

information they wanted.   

 

Priority Information for Women’s  
Economic Empowerment
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WHEN EXPERTS WERE ASKED IF OVERCOMING IDENTIFIED OBSTACLES                  
AND MAKING INFORMATION ACCESSIBLE WOULD CONTRIBUTE TO                              

INCREASED ECONOMIC EMPOWERMENT FOR WOMEN, 98.3 PERCENT                         
RESPONDED AFFIRMATIVELY. 
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 Town hall meetings increasingly allow women 
and youth to participate in the decisions of 
community life. 
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�'R�ZRPHQ�DFFHVV�LQIRUPDWLRQ� 

DW�WKH�VDPH�UDWH�DV�PHQ" 

 

LOFA COUNTY 

 
 
 
 
 
 

�� (GXFDWLRQ 
�� %XVLQHVV�PDQDJHPHQW������

DQG�ORDQV 
�� -REV 
 

�Primary Obstacles to Women’s  
Access to Information 

 
 
 
 

 
�� $FFHVV�WR�LQIRUPDWLRQ 
�� 2ZQ�SURSHUW\ 
3. Be free from violence 

�What information would be most 
valuable to women for achieving 

greater economic betterment? 

�� ,QIRUPDWLRQ�QRW�VHHQ�DV� 

������LPSRUWDQW�IRU�ZRPHQ 

�����,OOLWHUDF\ 

�� 1RW�NQRZLQJ�ZKHUH�WR�JR� 

������KRZ�WR�DVN�IRU�LQIRUPDWLRQ
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�'R�ZRPHQ�DFFHVV�LQIRUPDWLRQ� 

DW�WKH�VDPH�UDWH�DV�PHQ" 

 

NIMBA COUNTY 

 
 
 
 
 
 

�� %XVLQHVV�DQG�ORDQV 
�� (GXFDWLRQ�DQG�VFKRODUVKLSV 
�� $ZDUHQHVV�RI�ULJKWV 
 

�Primary Obstacles to Women’s  
Access to Information 

 
 
 
 
 

�� :RUN 
�� 2ZQ�SURSHUW\ 
3. Access to information 

�Women are least aware of  
their rights to:  

�What information would be most 
valuable to women for achieving 

greater economic betterment? 

�� ,OOLWHUDF\ 

�� /DFN�RI�HGXFDWLRQ 

�� &XOWXUDO�QRUPV 

�� $ZDUHQHVV�RI�ULJKWV 

�� ,QIHULRULW\�FRPSOH[�IHDU 

A strong majority of community leaders (93.3 percent) 

believe that women GR�QRW access information at the 

same rate as men. Men were about three times more  

likely than women to enter the agencies observed. Em-

ployees were evenly divided on whether women access 

information at the same rate (45.6 percent said “no,” 

45.6 percent said “yes”). Validation participations agreed 

that it is more difficult for women to access information 

than men. Specifically, men reported gaining access to      

requested information 15.9 percent more often than 

women. Female interviewees (46.9 percent) reported 

difficulties, delay, or not receiving information, while 

only 18.6 percent of male visitors reported similar      

difficulties.    

 

The Nimba research team—one female and one male—

reported gender-based challenges in employing the 

study. The female researcher received gender-based in-

sults from ministry staff, and on several occasions the 

researchers were barred from entry or were denied      

interviews with staff. 

 

Illiteracy, lack of education, and cultural norms were 

identified by community leaders and experts as some of 

the largest barriers facing women’s access to infor-

mation. Experts also identified awareness of rights and 

inferiority complex/shyness as obstacles. Community 

leaders noted that men withhold information or prevent 

women from seeking opportunities and that cultural 

norms dictate women’s relegation to domestic roles. 

While also citing culture/traditional practices as the main 

challenge, public servants also “blamed” women, indi-

cating that they are too lazy/weak or suffer from an infe-

riority complex that inhibits request-making.  

 

Community leaders identified information relating to 

business and loans, education and scholarships, and 

awareness of rights as most important for women’s    

economic empowerment.  

 

Validation participants ranked the various types of key 

information for economic empowerment slightly differ-

ently than the community leaders interviewed, stating 

that education was most critical, as education brings 

awareness of how to manage a business and knowledge 

related to acquisition of land and property rights. 
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�'R�ZRPHQ�DFFHVV�LQIRUPDWLRQ� 

DW�WKH�VDPH�UDWH�DV�PHQ" 

 

CITY OF MONROVIA 

 
 
 
 
 
 

�� %XVLQHVV�DQG�ORDQV 
�� (GXFDWLRQ�DQG�VFKRODUVKLSV 
�� /DQG�DQG�GHHGV 
 

�Primary Obstacles to Women’s  
Access to Information 

 
 
 
 
 

�� 2ZQ�ODQG 
�� $FFHVV�WR�LQIRUPDWLRQ 
3. Work under good  
     conditions 

�Women are least aware of  
their rights to:  

�What information would be most 
valuable to women for achieving 

greater economic betterment? 

�� ,OOLWHUDF\ 

�� &XOWXUH 

�� /DFN�RI�FRQILGHQFH�IHDU 

�� 'LVWDQFH�WR�SXEOLF�RIILFHV 

�� 1RW�NQRZLQJ�ZKHUH�WR�JR�

KRZ�WR�DVN 

Community leaders (80 percent) and experts (66.7 per-

cent) believe that women GR�QRW access information at 

the same rate as men. While 75 percent of public offi-

cials interviewed felt that women and men access infor-

mation equally and 67.9 percent indicate they come into 

the office equally, direct observation showed that men 

were twice as likely to enter agencies.  

 

At observation sites, men (33.3 percent) and women 

(34.8 percent) received information or noted positive 

experiences at roughly the same low rate; however, un-

like other locales, men were 7 percent more likely than 

women to report difficulties/delays. Sixty percent of 

community leaders, the majority being women, reported 

difficulty/delay or inaccessibility when trying to access 

information.  

 

Even in urban Monrovia, 80 percent of community lead-

ers identified illiteracy as a large barrier to women’s ac-

cess to information. Lack of confidence, fear of asking, 

unsupportive family members, distance to public offices, 

and not knowing where/how to ask for information also 

were noted as obstacles. While most employees believed  

 

women face few or no barriers within the agencies, 

around 20 percent noted external barriers to women’s 

information access, including culture, domestic responsi-

bilities, system mistrust, and “inferiority complex.”    

Experts (mainly men) also established discriminatory 

views toward women, with 41.7 percent noting women 

were shy, weak, or had an “inferiority complex.” Inter-

estingly, all experts believe women’s increased access to 

information would lead to economic empowerment.  
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  The interviews and observational data collected illustrate both differential access—

that women are not accessing information at the same rate as men—and numerous 

barriers facing women in accessing government-held information in Liberia.   
 

 Though public employees were more likely to say women access information at the 

same rate as men, observational data illustrated that women experienced challenges 

or delays at public agencies more often than their male counterparts.   
 

 The theory that women are simply “disinterested” in accessing information was 

clearly disputed by qualitative data as well as in the validation activities. Instead 

barriers to access, including fear of reprisal, lack of time and mobility, and deeply-

rooted cultural norms, have made women less likely to seek information overall. 
 

 While the majority of respondents indicate that women will face more barriers and 

challenges than men in attempting to access information, data also shows that a 

multitude of barriers facing women are encountered before even getting to the 
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4. Ensure widespread and targeted dissemination of information to women, particularly proactively disclosed infor-

mation and information critical for women’s economic empowerment. Dissemination efforts could include: 

 a. Simplified versions and pictorials/posters of the key information 

 b. Support and subsidy for community radio stations and the Liberian Broadcasting System to share information 

 c. Use of information communication technologies, such as text messages 

 d. Placement of information in the community where women will have easy access, such as in locations where  

                  women congregate and in schools where children can share the information at home. 

 

5.   Provide support for women requesters, including the development of an “information requester hotline,” and the  

      decentralization of the Independent Information Commission.  

 

&,9,/�62&,(7<�25*$1,=$7,216�6+28/'� 
 

1. Provide more awareness and sensitization of the value of the right to information and mechanisms for accessing in-

formation through networking and engagement with local women’s organizations, traditional leaders, and the       

existing freedom of information community.  

 

2. Advocate for access to information for women, with women’s organizations taking the lead and helping build advo-

cacy skills and capacity of these groups and the women they represent.  

 

3. Survey what specific information/documents women in the community need, with emphasis on information for eco-

nomic empowerment themes, including education, land/property, and starting a business as identified in the “Women 

and Access to Information in Liberia” report as priority. Assist women in making requests and accessing infor-

mation. Identify local champions to share information with women in the community; for example, at local meetings 

and other places where women congregate.  

 

4. Establish a civil society-managed hotline for women to call with questions about accessing information, assuring 

that the operators of the hotline have received appropriate gender-sensitization training.  

 

5. Consider creating an “access to information defenders” network or seek to include the right of access to information 

in existing human right defenders networks in order to provide support and protection for any women threatened for 

seeking information or fearful to make requests. Additionally, give thought to developing legal aid mechanisms for 

women who are denied information.  

 

67$.(+2/'(56�-2,17/<�6+28/'� 
 

1. 



22 

 

 



23 

 

 



24 

 

 

For additional information, contact: 
 

Alphonsus Zeon 
Senior Project Coordinator 

The Carter Center 
Liberia Access to Information Project 

Monrovia, Liberia 
Phone: +231 (0) 88652-2619 

Email:  
alphonsus.zeon@cartercenterliberia.org 

 
 

 Laura Neuman 
Director 

Global Access to Information Program 
The Carter Center 

One Copenhill 
453 Freedom Parkway 

Atlanta, GA 30307 
Phone: +1-404-420-5146    

Email: laura.neuman@cartercenter.org 
 

www.cartercenter.org/accesstoinformation 


