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Introduction
The digital transformation of work is no longer a future concern. It is already changing how workers perform their jobs, how institutions are managed, how information is produced and shared, how workers organize, and how trade unions engage members and influence policy. ILO-ACTRAV resources explicitly identify technological change, automation, artificial intelligence and digitalization as forces reshaping jobs, skills and workplace decision-making, while emphasizing workers’ voice and representation.
For the Senior Staff Association of Nigerian Universities (SSANU) Women’s Commission, this transformation presents a strategic opportunity. Women trade unionists in universities are not simply recipients of technological change. As academics, administrators, professionals, workers’ representatives and trade union leaders, they can help determine how technology is introduced, who benefits from it, whose voices shape it, and whether digital transformation advances equality and decent work.
This paper therefore argues that digital literacy should be approached not simply as learning how to operate computers or use social media. It should be understood as a trade union leadership competency, an equality issue, a workers’ rights issue and a vehicle for organizational innovation.
This is especially pertinent in Nigeria. Previous ILO work involving the Abuja office has examined the country’s digital economy and platform economy, including ICT adoption, the gendered digital divide, digital skills gaps, innovation, algorithmic management and the implications of digital labour platforms for decent work. 
For SSANU Women’s Commission, the central question is therefore:
How can women trade union leaders move from being users of technology to becoming informed, critical and influential actors shaping digital transformation in universities, trade unions and the wider world of work?
1. Women at the Centre of the Changing World of Work
Women are indispensable actors in the world of work. Their participation cuts across public administration, education, health, research, finance, agriculture, services, entrepreneurship and increasingly digitally mediated employment.
Universities are particularly important. They are institutions for creating knowledge, cultivating skills, conducting research and preparing societies for economic and technological transformation. Women working within universities therefore occupy an important intersection between knowledge, employment, innovation and trade unionism.
Yet increased participation alone does not automatically translate into influence.
Women must also have opportunities to:
· participate meaningfully in workplace decision-making;
· negotiate technological change;
· occupy senior trade union leadership positions;
· contribute to collective bargaining;
· influence policies governing AI and digitalisation;
· participate in skills development;
· protect workers against discrimination and exclusion;
· access economic and cooperative opportunities;
· shape the future direction of their unions.
This makes the SSANU Women’s Commission much more than a structure addressing issues affecting women. It can become a leadership, innovation and organizing platform through which women help shape SSANU's response to the future of work.
2. The Evolving Digital Space and the World of Work
Digitalisation is altering both work itself and the employment relationship.
ILO research on digital labour platforms describes digital platforms as an important transformation in the world of work and addresses issues such as pay, availability of work, work intensity, social protection and work-life balance. 
The ILO's wider research similarly examines how digital labour platforms transform work and considers regulatory approaches required to ensure that platform work is consistent with decent work. 
For workers in universities, technological change can affect activities ranging from administration and records management to research, communications, student services and institutional decision-making.
Artificial intelligence adds a new dimension.
Generative AI and algorithmic technologies make it increasingly important for workers and unions to understand questions such as:
· What tasks may be automated or substantially redesigned?
· What happens when algorithms influence workplace decisions?
· Who owns or controls workers' data?
· How should workers' personal information be protected?
· Can AI reproduce existing bias or inequality?
· How should workers be consulted before new technologies are introduced?
· Which new skills will workers require?
· Who receives training, and who may be left behind?
· How can productivity gains arising from technology benefit workers?
· What aspects of digitalisation should become subjects for social dialogue and collective bargaining?
These questions illustrate why digital transformation is fundamentally a workers' rights and trade union issue, rather than an IT issue alone.
ILO-ACTRAV's work on trade unions in transformation specifically identifies questions concerning workers' access to their data, sustainability of algorithms in the platform economy, and how unions can represent workers effectively in the digital era. 
3. Why Digital Literacy Matters for Women Trade Union Leaders
Digital literacy is sometimes reduced to the ability to use email, Microsoft Word, WhatsApp or social media. That definition is now insufficient.
For trade union leadership, digital literacy should encompass at least six dimensions.
3.1 Functional digital literacy
Women leaders need confidence in using everyday digital tools for:
· communication;
· virtual meetings;
· document preparation;
· online research;
· collaborative working;
· presentations;
· membership administration.
3.2 Information literacy
The enormous volume of information circulating online makes the ability to distinguish reliable information from misinformation essential.
Trade union leaders increasingly need the capacity to search, verify, interpret and responsibly communicate information.
3.3 AI literacy
Union leaders do not need to become software engineers.
They do, however, need to understand:
· what AI can and cannot reasonably be expected to do;
· the risks involved in uploading confidential union information to digital platforms;
· algorithmic bias;
· automated decision-making;
· the need for human oversight;
· responsible use of AI for research, drafting and organizational work.
3.4 Digital organizing literacy
Digital communication opens opportunities for reaching members beyond traditional union meetings.
Women leaders can strengthen:
· membership outreach;
· consultation with members;
· rapid surveys and polling;
· campaigns;
· education;
· networking across university branches;
· communication between national and branch structures.
ACTRAV has developed resources specifically addressing digital campaigning and trade union transformation, reinforcing the relevance of these competencies to modern trade union organisation. 
3.5 Digital rights literacy
Women unionists must also understand that digitalisation creates rights questions.
Issues of privacy, surveillance, workers' data, algorithmic management, equality, transparency and accountability increasingly intersect with industrial relations.
3.6 Digital economic literacy
Finally, women should be positioned to exploit the economic opportunities associated with innovation.
This could include digital entrepreneurship, professional networks, innovation initiatives and cooperative economic models, provided these remain anchored in decent work, equality and collective empowerment.
4. Gender Equality in Digital Transformation
Technology does not automatically create equality.
Digital transformation can expand women's access to networks, information, flexible learning and leadership opportunities. But existing inequalities can also migrate into the digital environment.
A previous ILO Nigeria report, reflected in internal correspondence around ILO work on the country's digital platform economy, specifically addressed a persisting geographical and gendered digital divide as well as digital skills gaps and measures for promoting innovation. 
Consequently, women trade union leaders should ask not merely:
Are workers gaining access to technology?
but:
Do women have equal access, skills, confidence, decision-making power and influence over how technology is designed and deployed?
This moves the discussion from digital access to digital agency.
That distinction is crucial.
A woman who can connect to a digital platform has access.
A woman who understands the technology, can question its implications, organise workers through it, influence policies governing it and participate in decisions concerning its deployment possesses digital agency.
SSANU Women’s Commission should aspire to the latter.
5. Digitalisation as a Trade Union Organizing Opportunity
Technological transformation should not automatically be viewed as a threat to organized labour.
It can also become an instrument for revitalisation.
ILO-ACTRAV research explicitly considers how trade unions can anticipate technological disruption, employ digital tools and strengthen workers' voice and representation. 
For SSANU, innovation could include developing a stronger digital membership ecosystem in which the Women's Commission can use appropriate technology to:
· consult women members routinely;
· map skills and training needs;
· maintain networks between branches;
· deliver short digital-learning sessions;
· share information on workers' rights;
· collect evidence about workplace concerns;
· mobilize around collective bargaining priorities;
· connect experienced leaders with emerging women leaders;
· amplify women's perspectives in SSANU structures.
This is particularly valuable because physical participation can sometimes be constrained by distance, workload, family responsibilities and the costs associated with travel.
Digital engagement should therefore supplement rather than replace democratic union structures and face-to-face organization.
The objective is a hybrid model of union organization that makes participation deeper, more accessible and more continuous.
6. Innovation Must Strengthen Collective Power
Trade unions must avoid understanding innovation purely in technological terms.
Innovation is also organizational.
For SSANU Women's Commission, innovation could mean:
· finding new ways of recruiting and engaging younger women workers;
· creating mentoring relationships between experienced and emerging leaders;
· capturing workplace evidence digitally;
· experimenting with digital union education;
· strengthening communication between branches;
· using data more effectively in negotiations;
· developing new approaches to women's economic empowerment;
· establishing partnerships with universities, technology specialists and workers' education institutions.
Strategic foresight is relevant here. ILO research on trade unions' experiences notes that the world of work is being transformed by automation and digitalisation alongside environmental, demographic and globalization-related change, and examines how unions have used foresight to prepare for such transformations. 
SSANU should therefore not merely respond to technological developments after they have occurred.
It should seek to anticipate them.
7. Women Must Be at the Table Where Technology Is Negotiated
A fundamental ACTRAV message should be that:
There should be no digital transformation of work without workers' voice, and no meaningful workers' voice without women's voice.
Technological decisions can affect:
· job security;
· workload;
· working time;
· skills requirements;
· recruitment;
· performance management;
· promotion;
· privacy;
· occupational safety and health;
· equality;
· work-life balance.
Therefore, digital transformation should increasingly become part of social dialogue and collective bargaining.
Female trade union leaders must have both the technical confidence and industrial-relations capacity to participate effectively in these negotiations.
The Women's Commission can become an internal resource to SSANU on the gender dimensions of technology and the future of work.
8.ILO Convention No. 193 (C193) (Decent Work in the Platform Economy Convention) 
The International Labour Organization (ILO) adopted Convention No. 193 (C193) (Decent Work in the Platform Economy Convention) in June 2026 as the first binding global standard to regulate digital labour platforms. While digital labour platforms (DLPs) offer flexibility and income access for women—particularly those managing care duties or facing local job scarcity—they frequently replicate or deepen traditional gender inequalities. C193 introduces key protections, though critics and analysts note mixed implications for women workers depending on their employment classification. 
Impact of Digital Labour Platforms on Women Workers
· Gender Segregation in Tasks: Women platform workers are disproportionately concentrated in specific online and on-site sectors, mirroring offline labour market divisions. Women are heavily represented in clerical work, data entry, writing, translation, and household/personal services, whereas men dominate software development and transport. 

9. Digital Literacy as a Trade Union Leadership Competency
SSANU Women's Commission could consider establishing a structured Women in Digital Trade Union Leadership Programme.
I suggest five practical pillars.
Pillar 1: Digital Confidence
Practical mastery of essential digital workplace tools combined with cyber awareness and responsible online conduct.
Pillar 2: Artificial Intelligence and the World of Work
Understanding generative AI, automation and algorithmic management through a workers' rights lens.
Pillar 3: Digital Organizing and Communications
Using digital tools for membership engagement, campaigns, union education and communications.
Pillar 4: Data for Collective Bargaining
Teaching women leaders how to gather, interpret and present evidence for negotiations.
Rather than saying only:
"Women are disadvantaged", union representatives should increasingly be capable of demonstrating:
· where inequalities occur;
· whom they affect;
· what workplace evidence shows;
· what remedy workers seek.
10. A Proposed SSANU Women's Commission Digital Agenda
A practical outcome of this engagement could be the adoption of a SSANU Women's Digital Leadership and Innovation Agenda organized around six commitments:
Commitment 1: No Woman Left Behind Digitally
Promote progressive digital-skills development across the Women's Commission.
Commitment 2: Women Shaping AI and Technology
Strengthen women's participation in union and workplace discussions concerning technological change.
Commitment 3: Digital Tools for Stronger Unions
Use technology to reinforce membership participation, organising, education and communication.
Commitment 4: Women's Data and Digital Rights
Build awareness around privacy, cyber safety, algorithmic decision-making and workers' data.
Commitment 5: Intergenerational Leadership
Develop mentorship arrangements through which experienced women trade unionists and younger digitally confident members learn from one another.
This final element is particularly important.
Technological change should not divide generations within trade unions. It should enable intergenerational solidarity.
Experienced leaders bring institutional memory, industrial-relations knowledge and organising experience. Younger members may bring familiarity with emerging platforms and digital practices. Bringing these assets together strengthens the union.

11. Proposed ACTRAV-SSANU Collaboration
ACTRAV's role should be to accompany workers' organizations as they develop their own strategies, capacities and responses.
Drawing on ILO-ACTRAV's existing body of work on technological change, digitalisation, digital campaigning, workers' data rights and trade union transformation, an ACTRAV-SSANU partnership could be built around four areas. 
1. Capacity building
Develop targeted workers' education for women leaders on:
· digital literacy;
· AI and the future of work;
· digital organising;
· data rights;
· gender and technology;
· digital dimensions of collective bargaining.
2. Policy dialogue
Create opportunities for the Women's Commission to contribute systematically to SSANU policy positions on digitalisation and AI.
3. Leadership and innovation
Support women members to formulate practical innovation initiatives relevant to their union and workplaces.
4. Knowledge and peer learning
Document innovative practices emerging from different SSANU branches and enable women leaders to exchange experiences.
12. Call to Action
The digital future should not be something that happens to workers.
It should be shaped with workers.
And women must be centrally involved in shaping it.
For SSANU Women's Commission, this requires moving:
· from digital access to digital agency;
· from technology consumption to innovation;
· from participation to leadership;
· from isolated skills training to an organizational digital strategy;
· from reacting to technological change to negotiating it;
· from individual opportunity to collective empowerment.
The challenge before women trade union leaders is therefore not simply, Can we use the technology?
The much more important questions are:
· Can we influence it?
· Can we negotiate it? 
· Can we use it to organise? 
· Can we ensure that it advances equality? 
· Can we ensure that its benefits are shared with workers?
These are questions of trade union power and leadership.
SSANU Women's Commission has an important opportunity to position itself at the forefront of this transformation, bringing together women's leadership, workers' rights, digital literacy, innovation, cooperative development and collective action.
For ACTRAV, the commitment should remain clear: to work with SSANU and its Women's Commission in strengthening the knowledge, organization and leadership capabilities that enable workers themselves to shape technological change.
The future of work cannot be decent unless it is inclusive. It cannot be inclusive unless women participate fully. And participation in the digital age increasingly requires not merely digital access but digital knowledge, confidence, voice and power.
The call to action is therefore simple: Learn. Organize. Innovate. Negotiate. Lead.
Let women workers not simply enter the digital future.
Let them help shape it.
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