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NCTs and Political Awareness: The Case of Filipino Women Professionals 

by: Helen E. Lopez 
Secretary, University of the Philippines System 

It is tempting to say that an Information Technology (IT) culture is shaping 

up in the Philippines and as a result, Filipino women have been able to achieve 

more flexibility, if not greater freedom, in terms of being able to organize, 

understand, and control their environment at home and at work. For indeed our 

markets are swamped with the latest models of hi-tech cellular phones, facsimile 

machines, beepers, laptop computers, modems, notebooks, etc. The cellular 

phone, for one, has become a ubiquitous appendage among men and women of 

middle level income, and even such new communication technologies as pagers, 

laptop computers, access to the Net, and cell phones are now perquisites of 

executive status. 

It would be difficult, nevertheless, to determine the extent to which the 

new communication technologies have been accessible to Filipino women, let 

alone define their beneficial impact on their lives short of conducting a 

countrywide survey for this purpose. While computer and electronic technology 

are seen as the mechanism for contemporary growth and information regarded 

as the "principal currency of democracy," (4, B8) there has been no published 

research or exploratory studies either on the macro or micro level about how 

information technology, particularly new communication technologies, might bear 

on women's freedom or enhance their political awareness. 
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The information revolution assumes that every individual has both 

resource accessibility and computer literacy to be able to grow and develop 

around information. In the Philippines, as in most of the developing Southeast 

Asian countries, this cannot be taken for granted because of the inequalities in 

income distribution, the lack and uneven development of infrastructure, and the 

economic conditions obtaining in the country. 

To problematize the utilization of new communication technologies by 

women in the Philippines is also to suggest that it is necessary to consider the 

contexts within which their use of these technologies takes place. These would 

ideally involve the economic, ideological/political, and socio-psychological factors 

that help account for the pattern(s) of their access to, or exclusion from, the 

realm of women's experience of new communication technologies. By focusing 

particularly on the economic aspect of this contextual approach, we may already 

be able to approximate to some degree the scope and quality of that experience. 

Despite official claims to the contrary, today poverty remains a reality for 

62% of Filipino families. (Government reckoning has reduced poverty incidence 

to only 35.5% in 1994; see Tables 1 and 2.) As in the 1960s, the penurious 

majority are still in the rural areas where they eke out a living from subsistence 

farming and fishing, while the urban poor huddle in crowded squatter colonies 

living from hand to mouth. 
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Sources of basic data: National Statistics Office, National 
Statistical Coordination Board 
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The economy is still largely one of monopolies, dependent on imports and 

pegged to the dollar. Labor is cheap. The budget for social services takes a 

backseat to those for foreign debt payment and defense spending (5, p.6). 

As in the past, it is the women who bear the double burden of poverty. 

Aside from their traditional relegation to house chores as mothers, housewives, 

and sisters, which effectively excludes them from the labor force along with 

a students, they are often forced to take on the added responsibility of stretching 

the measly family budget. About 51% of women fall within this category. 

Although total family participation in the labor force doubled from 1973 to 1994, 

from 4.8 M to 10.1 M (16,1), as of October 1996, 11.03 M female workers were 

absorbed into the labor force as against 18.6 M males (Table 3). Those who are 

barred from gainful employment outside the home earn supplementary income 

by joining the underground economy as sidewalk or street vendors, ambulant 

peddlers of just about anything-cooked food, vegetables and fish, cigarettes and 

candies~or hire themselves out as cleaners, baby sitters, domestic helpers, 

cooks, etc. Other women cope by engaging in agricultural, industrial, and 

service production at home or within the vicinity of the household. Of the 6.3 M 

homeworkers in the country, 70% are women (5,8). Even if they engage in trade 

as operators of small sari-sari stores, their capital still comes from the men's 

meager income and are thus confined to subsistence level trading, content with 

backward technology and toiling without hired help (ibid.). Given this oppressive 

situation, it is easy to see how women have time for little else. 
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The use of new communication technologies by Filipino women in this 

exercise will therefore be limited to professional, technical, and related 

occupational workers because it is this group that is likely to have access to 

them. As of April 1996, 9.31% of the total number of employed women are 

professionalrtechnical personnel and constitute 62.5% (6, Table 4, 4) of the total 

number of professional and technical workers (about 1.04 M), down from 65.2% 

in 1994 (16,2) and 64.5% in 1990 (9,101). Women's earnings in this 

occupational group exceed that of men's by 40%; only in the clerical and sales 

groups is this pattern also true-15% and 17%, respectively (16,3). There has 

been a significant increase in the average monthly income for women in this 

occupational sector from 1988-1992-from P4,044 to P6,671-in contrast with 

that of men from P3.044 to P4.771 (Table 5, 6,4). It is only in this occupational 

group that women enjoy such an appreciable increment in average income which 

is significantly higher than the men's. 
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Table 4. Distribution of Employed Persons by Occupational Classification 
(in thousands except for rates) as of April, 1996 

Occupational Both Females % of % of Total 
Classification Sexes Women Employed 

to Total Women 
Occupation 

; , • • / . , | • * • : • • • • • ; 

Professional 
Technical and Related Workers 

II ' 

1,516 948 62.53% 

' • . ' I ' . ' " • ' • ' . • 1 

9.31% 

Administrative, Executive, and 
Managerial Workers 

425 141 33.1% 1.38% 

Clerical Workers 1,180 670 56.77% 6.58% 
Sales workers 3,924 2,722 69.36% 26.73% 
Service workers 2,403 1,334 55.51% 13.10% 
Agriculture, animal husbandry, and 
forestry workers, fishermen and 
hunters 

11,881 3,211 27.02% 31.54% 

Production and related workers, 
transport, equipment operators and 
laborers 

5,977 3,211 27.02% 31.54% 

Source: National Statistics Office 
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Table 5. Average Earnings of Workers by Sex, Major Occupational 
Categories, 1988 and 1992 

1988 
Occupational Groups Males Females 

1992 
Males Females 

Professional, Technical 
and Related Workers 

3,044 4,044 4,771 6,671 

Administrative, Executive 
and Managerial Workers 

13,434 2,837 15,809 3,857 

Clerical Workers 2,456 2,838 4,073 4,677 

Sales Workers 1,891 1,947 2,929 3,435 

Service Workers 2,043 1,171 3,614 2,048 

Agricultural, Animal 
Husbandry and Forestry 
Workers, Fishermen and 
Hunters 

1,586 142 2,543 259 

Production and Related 
Workers, Transport 
Equipment Operators 
and Laborers 

3,250 488 5,556 1,629 

Others 1,603 164 17,364 1,269 

Total 2,238 896 3,692 1,734 

Source: National Statistics Office 

It is worth noting that there has been a steady decline in the number of 

female workers in the agricultural sector from 1977 to 1991 and a corresponding 
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increase in the size of those in the informal sectors such as buy and sell. 

Nevertheless, the highest percentage of women workers still belongs in this 

group (29.9% as against 10.2% in the professional/technical group) (15,8). 

Equally telling is the fact that today 55% of the 5M Filipino overseas 

contract workers (OCWs) are women (Manila Times. 29 April 1996; 5,12). While 

architects and engineers constituted the biggest professional group abroad 

(21%) in 1995, only 5.1% of them were women. The second and third largest 

groups consisted of nurses, choreographers, and dancers of which 84.7% and 

90.5%, respectively, were women (9,107). Female workers are also in the 

majority (65.49%) in occupations labeled as "not adequately described," which 

may be assumed to include entertainers and dancers (5,12). 

While an almost equal number of women to men have a college education 

(number of college graduates, 1994: 2.36M [F]; 2.68M [M]) indicating equal 

access to education, this equality of opportunity does not necessarily translate to 

equality in income and career opportunities. In general, women's earnings in 

1992 constituted only 47% of men's. This disparity was especially pronounced in 

the managerial/executive occupations where women's income constituted a 

meager 24% of men's (16,3). Only in the professional and service occupations in 

1993 were women's earnings competitive with men's at .98 centavos for every 

peso earned by their male counterparts (5,11). 

Where are the professional, technical, and related area working women to 

be found? In 1990 there were slightly more female (4.07 M) than male (3.83 M) 

professionals in the National Capital Region (NCR). Four years later almost 
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twice as many women than men professionals were in the urban areas (595,000 

vs. 362,000). In the rural areas the female professionals (299,244) also 

outnumbered the male (106,584) almost 3:1 in the same year. Note, however, 

that the urban to rural professional women ration is almost 2:1 (15, Table 8b). 

This relates significantly to access because the infrastructure is unevenly 

concentrated in the metropolitan areas. 

Based on the rapid influx of women in the labor force and their 

proliferation in the professional/technical and related occupational group in the 

urban centers, it would seem that the female sector has gained considerable 

economic status during the past two decades. Even if their general average 

earnings constitute a mere 47% of that of the men's, women still dominate the 

professional occupations both in number and in earnings. This in itself 

represents a significant advance for the sector which could indicated increased 

access to NCTs. 

This prospect however is somewhat dimmed by the fact that most of the 

professional women workers (57%) are in the government or civil service (Table 

6, 7). This suggests that they would have a relatively low level of exposure to 

NCTs compared to their counterparts in the private sector. Most of these female 

government workers would be public school teachers or clerks with a small 

number of bureau heads and executive officers. In general, they would enjoy 

limited access due to the scarcity of NCTs or make do with low-tech computers 

and fax machines because government resources are also limited. They would 

also have lower incomes and minimal computing skills. 
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Table 6. Number of Government Personnel by Branch of Government and 
Sex, 1994 

Both Sexes 
1,122,35^ 

699,849 
112,858 
309,652 

Source: Civil Service Commission 

Females 
639,632 
453,735 
41,064 

144,833 

Professional and technical workers among Filipino women in the private 

sector are better situated to benefit from NCTs. Here to be found are a goodly 

number of enterpreneural and role-modelling women with top-drawer abilities 

who are usually provided the latest available NCTs to make them better 

managers, lawyers, doctors, bankers, corporate planners, technocrats, 

engineers, scientists, etc. They would be better paid, better "connected," and 

enjoy more "perks." 

Professional women in NGOs committed to advancing women's causes 

would also have access to sophisticated NCTs with capability to connect with 

women's organizations worldwide, such as Isis, an international NGO 

specializing in information sharing and communications; to link up with computer 

networks like the Association for Progressive Communications (APC) for mailing 

lists, national lobbying efforts, and on-line conferences; and to collaborate with 

institutions like the Women's Studies Center of the University of the Philippines 

and women's resource centers like the Center for Women's Resources. They 

have profited immensely from the establishment of an E-mail center to exchange 
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information online and to enhance networking with their counterparts across 

continents. 

With the biggest number of salaried women professionally and technically 

trained concentrated in service occupations/industries-like banking-as tellers, 

data entry clerks, accountants, cashiers, and managers, more women might be 

said to enjoy access to computers and fax machines and probably would have 

their own cellular phones and pagers if they work for a private corporation. 

Access to even just the personal computer is in fact potentially liberating for 

tellers because through it they have control of their working process which is 

system integrated. Thus they are able to avoid other, more subjective, means of 

control over their performance (downward pressure from their usually male 

bosses, intrigue, jealousy among co-workers, sexual harassment), especially 

where they are subjected to highly personified and personal control through 

seniority (in terms of both age and experience) and patriarchal relations. 

The most usage of NCTs for women in professional, technical, and 

related occupations therefore occurs at work or is work-related. But work-related 

or otherwise, the primary object of their use is to exchange and access up-to-

date information. Among academics and career executives, communicating by 

e-mail seems to be a regular activity, coupled with occasional downloading of 

information. The main reasons for accessing the Internet include sending E-

mail, accessing the World Wide Web and downloading software. A limited 

number of women may be surmised to engage in TV or online shopping. 
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Even as the use of certain NCTs such as mobile phones, pagers, fax 

machines, and personai computers is becoming more widespread and 

fashionabie among Filipino women professional beiow the 

managena,entrepreneurial/executive levels (made possible by the spate of 

amotions offering a w,de range of choices and attractive credit or instalment 

pians), it is doubtfui whether it can be considered germane to the enhancement 

of their political awareness. 

In a classic case of power begetting more power, it is the professional 

elite-attuned to the empowering potentials of NCTs-who logically exploit these 

to maintain and even enhance their status. (They may be said to have a greater 

stake in the information revolution in much the same way that 

capitalists/investors do in economic development.) 

It seems clear then that information technology, which covers NCT, has 

evolved as the 21st century's primary analog of power. Those who are now 

hooked up to it-essentially the economic and social elite-gain access to more 

connections to power and thus stand to benefit most from the set-up. Whatever 

access the rest may have would seem to be more token empowerment and, in 

fact, serves to reinforce/maintain their subordinate status and power relations 

(e.g. an employee who is provided a pager so that her boss can keep track of 

her whereabouts or an executive assistant provided a PC at home so that she 

could bring home work). 

Access is clearly the crux of the problem and is certainly an area of 

contention. If it cannot be made available to all regardless of means or status, 
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the existing divisions between the information "haves" and "have nots" will only 

be exacerbated and the gaps between them widened. Although infrastructure 

development can certainly help solve the problem by connecting poor and rural 

areas, it is only a half measure because most NCTs are beyond the means of 

most female professionals compared to their male counterparts (not to mention 

having to pay the additional cost of service provision). 

In other words, access to NCTs is seriously limited by economic 

constraints and low professional/social status. Not only are these women with 

high-paying jobs (usually professionals in the private sector and those occupying 

top administrative/executive posts in government) more capable of keeping up 

with new advanced technologies, the nature of their jobs and their competitive 

mindset also predispose them to seek out the latest technologies. They are 

jealous and more protective of their rights and privileges as well as more 

conscious of maintaining their status. 

This reality results in empowerment of only a limited segment of women 

(only the elite among the professionals). The rest of the women professionals, 

mostly teachers and government employees, lag behind as they are confined to, 

at best, being marginal users of NCTs-i.e., as encoders, telecom operators, 

administrative assistants, etc. 

With the new government thrust toward enriching science teaching, 

however, the teachers' access to, as well as use, of these NCTs promise to be 

greater and more meaningful. Since 95% of all teachers in the country are 
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females (14,3), this development has significant potential impact on the overall 

picture of women's empowerment through NCTs. 

Otherwise, in general only the women in the paid labor force who have 

obtained their pass into the system and its institutions are in a position to realize 

the opportunities presented by the new culture generated by the information 

revolution. Those who have no access, no computing skills, will be as severely 

constrained as those who are illiterate in a print-based culture. 

Thus, the latter group of women who are marginalized if not totally 

excluded by their lack of access are deprived of the opportunity to produce their 

own messages, to engage other women in critical thinking as an instrument for 

political education, and to be in charge of their own information. (Through e-mail 

communication, for instance, they can communicate with one another on the 

basis of their own ideas, not on the basis of socioeconomic and traditional 

barriers or any preconceived notions of what should be expected or not expected 

from one another.) Equally important, their marginalization/exclusion weakens 

their capability and determination to organize themselves in support of relevant 

political, social, and economic causes. 
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