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Closing the Gender Gap:

Community-Driven Solutions
to Boost Women’s Use of
National Health Hotlines

Research identified barriers to women’s hotline use and
practical solutions to improve equitable access to health

n f ormation Women in Malawi work together during a co-creation workshop
to design a solution to spread awareness of the country’s national
health hotline. Photo credit: Lucky Gandwe
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Summary

VillageReach has supported Malawi (since 2010) and Mozambique (since 2020) run national health hotlines that
deliver information and support through live agents, IVR messages and WhatsApp. Despite their potential to reach
people who can’t easily visit clinics, women make up just 10% of callers in Mozambique and 30% in Malawi.

To close this gap, VillageReach carried out a community-based qualitative study using human-centered design. They

worked directly with women, hotline agents and Ministry of Health staff to identify barriers and co-create practical
solutions that will make the hotlines more accessible and equitable for women and other under-served groups.

Research Findings

VillageReach spoke with women in both urban and rural communities, along with hotline agents and Ministry of
Health stakeholders and identified four key barriers:

1. Low awareness — Promotional campaigns did not use women'’s preferred community-based communication
channels, leaving women unaware of the services.

2. Long wait times and unreliable service — Infrastructure and staffing issues caused delays and disconnections
that eroded trust, especially for women juggling household chores or borrowing phones.

3. Gendered norms and responsibilities — Women were accustomed to seeking in-person care and speaking
directly with health workers. They also preferred live agents over IVR, yet staff shortages often resulted in
unanswered calls or long waits.

4. Language and digital literacy challenges — Some women found it difficult to navigate IVR menus or couldn’t
access services in their preferred language.
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The study also identified several factors that facilitate women’s use of the hotlines:

e Trustin trained health workers and government-provided information
e Access to borrowed phones from family or friends

e General acceptance of phone-based health services

e Free, 24-hour availability

e Perceived convenience compared with traveling to a health facility

Co-Created Solutions

In Malawi, VillageReach held human-centered design workshops with women, hotline agents and Ministry of Health
stakeholders. Together they reviewed the research findings and prioritized three high-impact solutions:

e Community-based promotion — Use women’s preferred local channels to raise awareness (e.g., village
leaders, women’s groups, radio and community meetings).

e More engaging and comprehensive IVR content — Enhance IVR messages to make them more engaging and
user-friendly, for example by incorporating music, while also expanding content options so women can
access the information they need more quickly, even during peak wait times.

e Leverage community support structures — Partner with local networks such as youth groups or women’s
groups to provide phone-borrowing assistance and digital-literacy support. These solutions are practical,
community-owned and ready for pilot testing and scale-up to make national health hotlines truly inclusive
for women in both countries.

These solutions are practical, community-owned and ready for pilot testing and scale-up to make national health
hotlines truly inclusive for women in both countries.
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