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Anasoma, “she/he reads” in Kiswahili, research conducted between April 2016 -June 2018 

in Kenya, built evidence and led to new strategies increasing the number of women reading 

books on their mobile phones.  This report describes the research process, methodology and 

critical findings that enables Worldreader, and others, to positively influence gender norms and 

stereotypes by exposing users to empowering content on apps.

Worldreader’s application of human-centered design methodology revealed barriers and drivers 

to mobile reading for women, as well as solutions and strategies to encourage women to read 

via their mobile phones. The research tools employed represented a combination of offline and 

online surveys, data monitoring and analysis, qualitative interviews, ethnographic observations, 

focus groups, product usability testing and gender analysis. Additionally, as part of the research 

experimentation Worldreader acquired 60 new gender-sensitive book titles from 17 East 

African publishers and commissioned the creation of 5 gender-transformative books through a 

writing contest in Kenya. Finally, in an attempt to contribute to changing the established gender 

dynamics in Kenya, Worldreader promoted the newly acquired gender-transformative content 

to over 100,000 users of the Worldreader app in Kenya. The insights generated through the 

research informed solutions to increase the participation of women in mobile reading as outlined 

in the Anasoma Outreach Strategy document. 

A robust review of key findings are described in the report. However, key barriers identified 

include: a lack of understanding of the value of reading, affordability to use a mobile phone for 

reading, if awareness of the existence of the Worldreader free book app, and less-intuitive user 

experience. In support of, the research identified that portability, free access and a wide variety 

of books, alongside privacy as he major drivers of mobile readership among women in Kenya. 

Women’s reading activity is influenced by their immediate surrounding, such as friends and 

family, by their location and ease of access to books as well as media and local trends. Their 

selection of content evolves over time and depends on their stage of their life and on the source 

of the book recommendation. 

This study of reading behavior determined that both women and men reading books on mobile 

phones prefer to read after finishing their daily obligations. For most Kenyans, reading books 

increases one’s social capital and being labeled as a reader represented a source of pride. At 

executive summary
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executive summary

the same time, reading appeared to split the audience of our study, with some readers feeling 

isolated in their local communities. For most Kenyans between 18 and 34 years of age who 

participated in our study, reading via the Worldreader app appeared to be very convenient. They 

particularly enjoyed free access to a wide variety of books instantly available. Finally, our gender 

analysis discovered that female readers find leading female protagonists empowering even 

when they are depicted in a traditional role of a mother and caregiver. More detailed findings are 

available in the Anasoma Mid-Term and Insights Generation reports. 

Worldreader is committed to pursuing gender equity on its reading platform by further adopting 

and testing the proposed recommendations as presented in this report. Worldreader has already 

begun this work as outlined in detail in the Anasoma Outreach Strategy and encourages others 

to consider these findings in their product development and program implementations.
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The final report focuses on key achievements and highlights of the Anasoma Project. The 
purpose of the report is to provide an overview of the successes, achievements, challenges, 
and lessons for the project as a whole. The achievements and activities are listed by output, 
as spelled out in the Anasoma Project theory of change (see Annex 1). The second part of the 
report presents the consolidated findings and insights from the research activities and provides 
context for how these findings were used. Finally, the report addresses the limitations of the 
project and lessons learned during its implementation. This report refers to the Mid-Term Report 
and Outreach Strategy.

introduction
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PROJECT SUMMARY
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Kenya
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In 2016 Worldreader initiated its first gender-focused project, a pilot study in Kenya called 
Anasoma (“she/he reads” in Kiswahili).

The overall goal of the project was to identify strategies and tools to promote gender equality 
and women’s empowerment through digital reading. Anasoma allowed Worldreader to lay a 
foundation of research in order to better understand the barriers to and drivers of mobile reading 
for women and girls in Kenya. 

The two key project outcomes are: 1) to increase female participation in mobile reading, and 
2) to positively influence gender roles and stereotypes. Through a Human-Centered Design1 
approach, Worldreader conducted qualitative and quantitative research to better understand the 
enablers and barriers to women’s and girls’ participation in mobile reading, and also to identify 

1. Human-Centered Design (HCD) is a methodology used to understand people’s behaviours, needs and barriers in context in 

order to develop solutions and introduce technology in a manner relevant to people’s lives.
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engaging and empowering content that would make the Worldreader library more gender 
responsive. 

Worldreader made 60 new titles and books available to women and girls in Kenya as part of 
the research project to assess what women and girls consider empowering and engaging, and 
how this new content can lead to critical shifts in beliefs around gender norms and stereotypes. 
To kick off the newly introduced Anasoma Collection, Worldreader organized a national writing 
contest to commission five new titles with a women’s empowerment theme. The Anasoma 
project culminated in the creation of an outreach strategy to increase women’s participation in 
mobile reading. Finally, the project has contributed to improving the Worldreader data system 
and introducing new programmatic and design approaches to Worldreader’s overall work.

project summary
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Anasoma resulted in the successful development of an inclusive outreach strategy to increase 
female participation in mobile reading. The outreach strategy was informed by a combination of 
qualitative and quantitative research conducted throughout the duration of the project.

project activities
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project activities

First Sprint (Mid-Term) Report
(May 2017)

The mid-term report included all key findings and insights from the 

first sprint of research, namely the ethnographic study, coupled with 

the telephone and mobile app surveys, as well as the back-end data. 

Worldreader disseminated the The key insights of the report were 

disseminated to experts, academicians, partner NGOs, institutions 

such as the Kenya National Library Service (knls), and some readers 

who participated in book clubs and other Worldreader activities. The 

purpose of this was to get key partners’ feedback, ensure linkages 

and coordination with other similar programs, and brainstorm possible 

solutions to the barriers identified. 

Worldreader Insights Generation Report
(October 2017)

The report summarized the key findings from the second sprint of 

research, with a specific focused on the validation of personas. 

The report highlighted the results of findings from feedback around 

the app and the UX testing of mobile app features prototypes. This 

report was used to inform the co-creation workshop that took place 

in Nairobi in December 2017 during which existing Worldreader 

users and alongside Worldreader staff jointly discussed and 

developed solutions and strategies to increase female readership 

on the Worldreader platform.   
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Worldreader Reader Personas

As discussed in the previous section, user personas represent the key findings of the two 

ethnographic research sprints and of the Anasoma research project as a whole. Personas 

allow us to improve empathize with the audience we are trying to serve, while designing our 

programs, acquiring our content and updating our technology. 

  

As depicted in the adjacent graphic, our primary users paint a picture of women at different 

stages in their lives. We have selected Lisa, Shiru, Cathy, and Jackie as our primary targets 

because we are able to move them down the line of adoption by addressing each persona’s 

specific barriers to mobile reading participation. Some have the ability to understand the value 

of reading but may not have the resources or time. They have differing influencers that we 

could leverage and they are comfortable with technology and mobile readership, but may have 

alternate barriers to usage such as access and cost. The older a persona is the less likely they 

are to be comfortable with technology and face more barriers to uptake and adoption, leaving 

them out of the primary target group for Worldreader. Men also, are not in scope for this project 

even though they are an interesting and complex target potential for future projects.

project findings
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project findings

Summary of emerging and consolidated personas
Summary of Emerging and Consolidated Personas

Jackie - Receptionist
27 year old

Cathy - Event planner
26 year old

18-24

Group Persona Key Characteristics

25-35

35+

The confident habitual reader 
Cathy is an ambitious career woman looking to 
grow her business through networking and 
reading related content. The books she reads are 
recommended to her by friends who are also in 
business.

The purposeful reader
Jackie is a young mother who likes to read books on 
parenting because they apply to her present stage in 
life. Before her baby was born she had been reading 
“What to expect when expecting”. She is also 
looking to get books on how to be a good wife.

The quick fix reader
This type of reader only reads out of urgent 
need. For example James likes reading short 
DIY (Do It Yourself) project books on the 
weekend as he enjoys his free time.

The seasoned reader
Elizabeth is always reading spiritual and 
christian books by authors. She also likes to 
read books by history makers especially 
women. At home she has an impressive 
collection of books.

James - Accountant
34 year old

Elizabeth - Legal clerk
45 year old

Kuki - Student
19 year old

The distracted reader
Kuki reads short and random pieces of content 
as she has as short attention span. She is easily 
distracted by things such as social media, 
friends and her school commitments.

Lisa- College Student
19 year old

The adventurous reader
This type of reader reads a wide selection of 
genres and is experimental with books and 
authors. Shiru often reads more than one book 
at a time.

Primary target Secondary target Out of scope

The influenced reader

Lisa likes to read romantic novels and gets 
recommentations on what to read from her 
peers. She spends time on social media and 
doesn’t have an issue with data usage. 

Shiru - Intern
24 year old



17Worldreader Final Report (2016-2018)

Barriers to Mobile Readership        
 
Women and girls in Kenya face significant barriers when it comes to reading on a mobile phone. 

Beyond the intrinsic barriers of literacy and phone ownership that fall outside Worldreader’s 

scope of work, our research findings suggest that the key barriers to mobile readership can be 

grouped together as user experience, product awareness, affordability, and understanding the 

value of reading, as per the pyramid below:

Our user experience research outlined a number of minor challenges in navigating the app 

as well as issues related to digital literacy. Minor difficulties with the app were related to include: 

confusing user interface flows and missing or hard-to-find features.

As per Facebook campaign research, for women between 19 and 30, inability to read using a 

mobile phone effortlessly was an important barrier, which would explain why it matters to them 

that the app is easier to use, addressing this concern. 

project findings



18 Worldreader Final Report (2016-2018)

In addition, the research revealed that many people are simply not aware of the existence 

of a Worldreader mobile app where they can access free books. We established that some 

participants who know of Worldreader found out about it from their close friends. During our 

research, we heard some users talking about similar apps such as Aldiko. Furthermore, there 

is some misconception about Worldreader’s branding. We encountered library members 

and patrons who thought that Worldreader was only for children. This was surmised from the 

Worldreader posters they saw in Kenyan libraries showcasing a different Worldreader project. 

Some participants also thought that Worldreader was only available on Kindles. It is only when 

readers are searching for content in a specific topic, that they discover Worldreader app as an 

option.  

    

We found that many who know about the app and want to read may experience the barrier of 

not being able to afford the data bundles or find the time to read. Therefore, affordability is 

a significant barrier to mobile readership. Reading books either in print or on a mobile requires 

potential readers to make a choice: to use their money, time, and skills to read, or reserving 

these resources for other activities in their lives, such as working, cooking, or spending money 

on items that can be considered more critical. There are other instances where the reader’s 

purchasing power and ability to access content plays an important role on whether they will 

read or not. We found that young readers had data but would prioritize data for social media 

over other things. Young readers would make a choice between connecting with the digital 

world (social media) and reading books. On the other hand, the older readers have plenty of 

purchasing power yet they struggle to understand the technology and would sometimes prefer 

reading physical books over digital ones. 

     

We found that there are negative societal narratives around reading for women and girls. 

These differing attitudes and perceptions prevail in society and shape potential readers’ opinions. 

Negative narratives that we have observed, such as beliefs that women should be looking after 

their families instead of reading, are perpetrated at different levels of society among both close 

friends and family and more removed networks, hindering mobile reading and its level of uptake. 

The study also revealed that there is a perception that “techie stuff” (i.e. mobile reading) is “not 

meant for women”.

project findings
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One young woman from Thika explained that it was difficult for her to define the 
roles of women and men because her personal views conflict with her religious 
views and upbringing. This questioning challenged what she actually thought 
vs. what she was taught to think. This challenging of societal expectations vs. 
personal beliefs presented a barrier to obtaining more in-depth information from 
respondents, but this in and of itself is the key learning when designing against 
these ingrained barriers. 

Suggesting a lack of understanding of the value of reading, when interviewed about the 

importance of reading through a telephone survey, 63% of women who do not read on their 

mobile phones indicated a general disinterest in mobile reading. 

project findings

Enablers and Drivers of Mobile Readership
 
We found that the portability of books encourages people to want to read digitally. Big, 

cumbersome books tend to be a major barrier to reading, especially while in transit. If the reader 

has the ability to have consistent data, they find mobile reading to be a better option.  Readers 

like the idea of being able to read at anytime and anywhere, including between tasks. From 

the telephone survey, 63% of women who read on their mobile phones said that they do so 

because it is the only way for them to access books. 

Further, there is a desire for a wide variety of content amongst readers at different stages of 

their life. Book needs and wants differ significantly and having access to them is important to 

drive uptake of the app. Often the selection of physical books is very limited, so having access 

to a variety of books online is something that is considered of high value, especially for readers 

in their 20s.

Some readers, especially the younger ones, also indicated that privacy is to a certain extent 

something that they value in terms of reading on a phone. Younger readers, especially girls, 

tend to read romantic novels which are seen as risqué in some communities, and it may be 

something that they want to keep private.  
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It was also found that accessing books for free (versus having to pay to borrow a book from 

the library) and getting books from friends through reading groups on social media such as 

WhatsApp or Facebook were two main advantages of mobile reading.

When trying to better understand why women read, it came out that most readers are motivated 

to read for personal growth, namely career or family reasons. We found that for women 

between their early 20s to mid 30s, their pull towards reading came from their current situations 

in life. For example, some female readers between 18-25 quoted a book called “Wrong Kind 

of Girl” of the Sweet Valley High series by Francine Pascal as a book they had enjoyed reading 

because it showed the delicate balance between relationships and aspirations. 

We also found that religion plays a large role in community gender dynamics and was a 

conflicting topic for women. Often women would allude that religion was important to them, but 

what they were taught sometimes conflicted with their own personal aspirations.  Therefore, the 

religious structure and narrative in which women participate but don’t necessarily agree with may 

leave them in a state of conflict when it comes to their reading choices. 

project findings

One young woman in Nairobi told us that her mother always used to check what 
books she was reading and got into trouble when her mother thought she had 
picked an inappropriate book. Reading on a mobile has really changed things for 
her because her mother cannot constantly check her phone. 

We spoke to Anne, a 24-year-old, who says that she grew up lacking  self-
confidence, but that is changing since she started reading. She says she reads 
out loud to hear herself pronounce the words. She believes that with more 
reading she can eventually build enough confidence to speak publicly and also 
to make new friends.
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project findings

Some women, especially in their 40s, indicated that they read for the pleasure. Women in 

their 40s often do not have enough time for themselves, so when they do have time, and use 

that for reading, it is seen as a luxury and something that is coveted. Some readers of this age 

group were reading content so they could be knowledgeable for the younger generations that 

were asking for them for advice, therefore for mentorship purposes. Especially in the 40 and 

above age range, women take up reading to advise younger women so that they can also be 

empowered to do so. This was especially prevalent in Nyeri and Nairobi. 

One woman in Murang’a explained that teenage girls in her church were often 
coming to her for advice, especially around sex and relationships so she started 
reading books about these topics in order to be able to advise them. 

Reader Influences          
 
Influencers For Reading 

What stood out strongly from our research is that women and girls’ surroundings and 

networks have bearing on whether or not they become readers. More specifically, people 

(family, friends, community), places (home, work, library), media, and trends play a critical role 

in women, men, and youth’s decisions to read. Our research found that family, friends, and 

peers are the strongest influencers driving the majority of readers to develop an early interest in 

reading. Teachers and librarians also have some influence over a decision to read, especially 

for young readers.

One of our research participants in Kakamega told us that her dad would bring 
her books and newspapers and ask her to read them to him when she was little. 
This established a routine and encouraged her to read from a very early age.
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Influencers increase the value and status of reading, promoting it through various means. The 

value and status brought by reading has changed in Kenya in the last century and this could 

point to a shift in how society has viewed readers to date. During our research we spoke to 

people who influence or wish to influence others to read and do so in different ways. Readers 

who were introduced to books and reading at home were more expressive, confident, and 

articulate when they spoke. We heard from two avid readers that their parents regularly read 

them story books when they were young.

We found that location and ease of access played a significant role in influencing reading 

behaviors among our persona groups. Girls and women who were able to access books at 

home or from immediate family and friends were found to have developed an early reading 

culture. Proximity to a library was also a key determinant to whether someone reads. In Kenya, 

public libraries are operated by the Kenya National Library Service, the majority of which are 

located in county headquarters and are largely urban. As such, women and girls in urban areas 

have more access to these public libraries than those in peri-urban and rural areas, which 

translates to them reading more and a wider selection of books. A few rural areas do have 

community libraries but most of these are usually not well stocked and their opening hours are 

often irregular. 

Finally, we found that media and trends greatly influence readers, particularly young ones. The 

media plays a key role in promoting reading as well as relaying news about the latest books and 

online reading platforms. It also reports news and events that trigger an interest in certain books 

at certain times, creating reading trends. 

Influencers For Book Selection

The research reveals that role models, celebrities, and peers play a significant role in influencing 

women and girls’ book selections. Entertainment figures such as Oprah were mentioned as 

influencing what girls read. With readers ages 25-35, we found that, apart from choosing books 

based on reviews from influencers such as social media recommenders, Wamaathai (social 

blogger) and Oprah’s Book Club, they also chose books based on their friends’ recommendations. 

One of the popular books featured on Oprah’s Book Club, Eat, Pray, Love by Elizabeth Gilbert, 

was mentioned often. Another popular book was Americanah by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. 

project findings
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project findings

They also mentioned popular bloggers’ book reviews as another source of finding books to 

read. One of the reasons they gave for finding media to be a reliable source for book discovery 

is because soon after the influencer reviews a book, there is a lot of online activity where other 

readers post comments about their reading experiences. These reviews give them a better 

sense of whether the book will be interesting. As a result, what stood out is the trust towards 

friends and other people to look up to and that social media is a means of staying up-to-date 

with celebrity and role model recommendations.  

 

On the other hand, we found that respondents over 35 were skeptical of social media and the 

internet and often had to confirm from other sources such as TV, radio, and trusted friends. 

Interestingly, we found that men and women recommend or find books to read differently: 

women generally preferred getting a book recommendation from other women. Women were 

also more likely to trust a book title more if it was recommended by another woman and even 

more-so if the woman was the same age as them. They identified with these women as there 

were seen to be in the “same stage of life”. Men however are more less likely to read for 

entertainment. They tend to choose their books and find books based on urgent and immediate 

needs, such as learning for an exam or improving their skills. In regards to gender norms, men 

do not like being recommended books as it makes them feel like they are in need of help from 

others. Men overwhelmingly stated that they would rather find the books themselves instead of 

following a recommendation from another person.

Book Preferences
 
We found that book preferences depend on what readers are experiencing in a specific time 

of their life and can be generally linked to their age. For example, romance novels are very 

important to young women because they allow them to get advice on relationships and seek 

comfort. But also at this time of life they want to be entertained, so they read books such as 

thrillers. For women looking for work, career help novels and motivational/inspirational reads are 

more important. For new mothers, books on parenthood is what they will gravitate toward. Older 

women gravitated to books that give them comfort, such as the bible and religious genres.   
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Technology also plays an integral role in people’s choices and preferences when it comes to 

reading. Interestingly, technology proved to be a convenience for some readers but a distraction 

for others. For those with traditional values and who were typically older, reading on a mobile 

phone was not considered as “reading”. To these traditionalists, reading was done at home, 

with a book, and usually for learning. Therefore, this contradiction seems dependent on age and 

level of confidence with technology. 

We established that men have a slightly different motivation to the types of books they 

read. Men generally came out as practical readers who pride themselves in discovering new 

authors and genres.

Among both men and women under 25, romance novels and thrillers were the most popular. 

While for those ages 26-45, career and motivational books were the most popular - although 

romance and thrillers would be read in between for relaxation.

Defining Women’s Empowerment 

      

One of our research goals was to properly understand what women, men, and youth consider 

empowering, especially what kinds of books women and girls in Kenya think are empowering 

and how those books can match with their needs and interests. The objective was to find that 

common denominator or criteria for empowering and engaging books that could be 

replicated and used as an indicator for selecting and identifying the books to be included in the 

Worldreader mobile app.

When we talked to James, an 18-year-old avid reader from Karatina (Nyeri 
county), he told us of books that he’s read from his local library based on the 
most intriguing title he saw that day. When asked why he chose books this way, 
he said he enjoys to come across new authors who have a different writing style 
and narration from the ones he’s read in the past. When asked about the worst 
book he’s read, he told us of a love story that didn’t interest him as he couldn’t 
relate to the content. 

project findings
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Women and Girls     

Empowerment is very individualistic when girls are young, but it then moves beyond individual 

units to the family or community units as they grow older. For women in their 40s, empowerment 

is very focused on mentorship, leadership, and community development, while for the younger 

generation the focus is on the self (using words such as “self-confidence”, “self-identity”, and 

“freedom”).      

     

Empowerment for Men and Boys     

For the majority of men and boys, women’s empowerment means women and girls receiving 

an education, being able to pursue their careers, and becoming financially independent. 

On the other hand, we heard from a number of men that they felt that women and girls today 

have become “over-empowered”. They feel that a lot of focus has been put on the girl-child and 

the boy-child has been neglected. Some of these men feel that most empowered women and 

girls are too independent, which is threatening to their masculinity. There are also others who 

perceive empowered women and girls to not be “marriage material”. They think such women 

are stubborn, disrespectful to men (especially if they earn a higher income) and therefore cannot 

make good spouses. 

Empowering Content     

Whether content is considered empowering depends on the overall message portrayed by the 

book and the author. Women and girls we talked to found books written by women, especially 

African women, to be very empowering. Solutions-focused content was also often mentioned 

in our interviews.

One man in Kakamega told us that although he can date educated and financially 
independent women, he wants to settle down with someone less empowered 
because “she will need [him] and treat [him] like a man”. 

For example, one woman in Nairobi told us that she really enjoyed reading books 
that gave her practical advice that she can apply in her everyday life.

project findings
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project findings

Reading Behaviors

      

The study found that men and women ages 18-35 read faster than other age groups. 

This was because of easier comfort reading on phones as a result of better technical 

skills and having access to phones with larger screens. However, a number of these 

individuals had to share phones with other people, mostly their parents. Some of them 

had limited access to data which led to prolonged and interrupted periods of reading. 

In terms of the reading journey and behavior, the majority of women and men across all 

age groups prefer to read after work/school in the evenings, with most reading at this 

time because they are free, it is quiet, and they want to relax. Others read in the morning 

(5am-8am) and these are mostly students under 25 who are reading for academic 

purposes and report better concentrating in the mornings. 

Effects of Reading

One of the key research findings was that reading is seen to increase social capital 

even if people do not actually read. During our research, we came across a number of 

participants who reported being avid readers, but upon further questioning they admitted 

not reading as often as they had originally stated. This was because sporadic readers 

perceive avid readers to be of higher social standing than non-readers and are usually 

more fluent and articulate in conversation. We found that women and men feel proud 

and confident when identified with a reading culture. 

One important observation is that reading divides and groups people, socially. 

Something that stood out during the research was the close relationship our participants 

have with their peers who share the same reading interests. Youth tend to keep friends 

with whom they can exchange books, review their current reads, and by whom they can 

be challenged. Being surrounded by peers and family who share the same interests and 

love for reading has a positive effect. However, reading may also create marginalization 

of avid readers who can become isolated from friends and relatives based because of 

their reading habit.
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project findings

Judy and Mercy, two of our participants from Nyeri, told us of their long-term 
friendship that has been greatly influenced by their love for books. For years, the 
pair has been exchanging books, experimenting with new genres, and spreading 
their discoveries to three of their other friends who are also avid readers. When 
asked if they have friends who aren’t frequent readers, they confirmed that 
despite having a good number of friends who are not in the habit of reading, they 
often find themselves always with their three other friends who enjoy reading like 
they do. 

A 33-year-old regional manager at the Kenya Revenue Authority spoke about 
being the only avid reader in his family. He told us how difficult it was for him to 
grow up in the Kibera slums as the only child interested in books while the rest 
were interested in sports and other forms of play. He would regularly walk across 
the busy Mbagathi highway to the knls Nairobi area library to read.
       
After excelling in school, he went on to university and is graduating from his 
post-graduate studies. He loves reading books on motivation and strategy such 
as “The Greatest Salesman in the World” by Og Mandino. 

One female reader, 27 with one child, told us how people in her life label her as 
antisocial and distant because of her reading behaviors. She also said that she 
has received feedback that her reading habit makes her intimidating to men who 
are initially attracted to her. 

Interestingly, we also found that reading, or the perception of same, makes women 

appear empowered. We found that for women, accessorizing with books on social 

media platforms like Instagram, is sometimes meant to create the perception of liberation 

and empowerment for women. If a woman is seen to be reading, she is therefore smart, 

independent, and stronger than women who don’t read.
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Worldreader App Usability        
 
What most readers loved about the Worldreader mobile app is that they could access full 

books for free. Readers were very satisfied with the number of books available, as well as 

the variety of genres, topics, and languages. Users really liked the breadth of content, such as 

African literature, that was available on the app, as well as other content they could reference for 

their aspirations in their literature careers, as well as their school work.

Readers reported that the mobile app was very easy for them to use in terms of navigation and 

book categorization. When our research participants chose to register, the process did not 

cause any confusion and was described as “very easy” and “straightforward” because of the 

Facebook or email login options. 

Finally, readers mentioned that they really enjoy being able to download books so that they can 

save on time, data costs, and battery life. Users thought reading via the app was convenient 

as long as they had the technical skills and data/WiFi access to allow them to do that.

A participant in Nairobi told us that she could spend hours on the Worldreader 
mobile app because there are thousands of books to choose from and she 
never got bored.

One woman in Nairobi told us that she liked that she could start reading right 
away without needing to register. 

Tabitha, 25,  is passionate about technology and finds it quite convenient to 
read e-books instead of going back-and-forth to the library. Tabitha is constantly 
online and has WiFi in her house, hence data is not an issue.
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The majority of dissatisfaction with the mobile app focused around the search function. The 

search capability of the mobile app was described as “not precise” and the users did not 

know the search has started once they inputted the query because of the lack of an indicator 

showing search progress. 

     

Another area of dissatisfaction amongst readers was the page reading interface. For some 

readers, book cover pages are small and sometimes the zoom buttons do not work. For others, 

speed of navigation to read is too slow, especially when selecting the next page. The readers 

who download the mobile app on their phone rather than reading on the web browser were 

concerned that the more they download books, the more space the mobile app takes up and 

they are forced to delete some of these books sometimes without having completed them. A 

number of other readers would like to tailor their reading experience by choosing their preferred 

font types, a feature they expressed is not available on the mobile app.

     

We also heard from some readers under 25 that the mobile app was not very “fun” to use. 

A few other research participants also mentioned that the mobile app was lacking topical 

books addressing the needs of young people (e.g. books on growing up or sexual health and 

relationships). Readers mentioned they would like best sellers included from both Kenya and 

the rest of the world, books in additional languages, as well as a better categorization of books 

based on persona’s age group needs.

     

Users found it difficult to retrieve their saved/bookmarked material from the app. We heard of 

instances where readers were unable to retrieve the last item or page they accessed on the 

app, forcing them to navigate from the beginning to look for the content. This is a tiresome task 

for them and they would prefer if the app would save and bookmark content on their behalf.

Solutions co-creation

While conducting the discovery phase focused on the qualitative and quantitative research, 

Worldreader conducted co-creation workshops and brainstorming consultations to ideate 

possible solutions to address and tackle the challenges identified during the research. The 

methodology, results and the solutions to increase female participation in mobile reading are 
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outlined in detail in the Outreach Strategy.

Outreach Messaging

The social media testing was conducted between September and November 2017 and consisted 

of developing messaging to be tested through social media and segmented by age groups. 

The objective was to have a clearer, more refined understanding of what themes, messages, 

and images are most effective in engaging with the personas which represent Worldreader’s 

potential female reader.

Across all ages, “easy to use” message communicating the user-friendliness of the Worldreader 

app performed very high in terms of click-through rate (CTR), and was the most important 

feature of the app in comparison to the other features listed: “free”, “portable” and “read anytime, 

anywhere”. 

Worldreader outreach strategy 
summarizes the solutions 
developed to address barriers and 
promote mobile reading among 
women in Kenya. The strategy 
outlines opportunity spaces, 
projects and concepts which 
lead to increasing the number of 
women readers on Worldreader’s 
mobile platform.

The strategy recommends next 
steps on Worldreaders journey 
of promoting gender equality 
through digital reading.
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Anasoma as a name that resonates well for women between 19 and 30 on social media. It 

was the name they engaged with the most. This would suggest that overall, “Anasoma” is an 

impactful name and one that people are receptive to.

From the Facebook testing, it emerged that getting friends to recommend the app is the 

most effective way to engage our target audience.

In terms of images as communication solutions to engage readers, it was found that use 

pictures with people is the most effective imagery. This would indicate that our audience is 

much more receptive to ads showing images of other people with a mobile phone rather than 

seeing an ad that includes a simple picture of the app on a mobile phone device. In terms of 

personalities used in images, we can infer that our audience is more interested in someone who 

is a renowned inspiring figure in Kenya than someone unknown. As per reading drivers, 

it appeared that images portraying women reading for pleasure, performed better than 

reading to study, portrayed by a woman sitting at a desk. Interestingly, our Facebook audience 

did not have a clear preference when it came to images representing women from different 

income groups.  Furthermore, our audience seemed to be more engaged by an ad with a 

picture of a male vs. an ad with a picture of a female. Finally, an ad with a picture of two 

girls reading performed significantly better than a picture of a girl reading alone. This finding 

is in line with the insight that reading bonds people socially and that friends and peers are the 

most important influencers.

In terms of cost, while it was the same to advertise to women in their twenties and those in their 

thirties, it was more expensive to engage women in their forties. In fact, the cost of reaching this 

audience is approximately two times higher. 

These results show us that targeted advertising through social media can be an effective tool for 

communicating with and activating female readers. This is based on our calculations that with 

Facebook the cost per link click was $0.11. When we compare this to a previous study we did 

to reach new users via a mass SMS blast in Ghana, it was much more costly to get individuals 

to click through to our app, at a cost of $2.58 per link click. 
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Content Prototypes and Testing

Books Testing and Analysis

Reports from the book clubs indicated that the majority of the books analyzed, that were 

expected to be empowering and engaging, were to a certain extent perpetuating negative 

gender stereotypes, portraying women as “weak” or “naive” and referring to “emotional” as a 

negative trait. The books also depict women as caregivers and compassionate, in this way 

affirming the traditional role of women as caregivers in society. Although the majority of those 20 

books had female protagonists, usually described as empowered, the books did not challenge 

social norms and stereotypes.

There is also an impression that female characters from these books are not supporting each 

other, rather they are portrayed as competitive and envious, in this way reinforcing negative 

gender stereotypes and traits. Male characters are also considered to be taking advantage of 

women and reinforcing gender biases.

What stood out is that even if, to a certain degree, some books reinforced gender 

stereotypes and the traditional concepts of masculinity and femininity, the book 

protagonist was considered an empowered woman by book club goers. In conclusion, 

the book was highly liked and considered engaging by book clubs participants.

“Imani puts her family before everything including her life. Girls are more 
compassionate.”  - Book club member on the book Imani’s Dilemma

“Imani is hurting and the whole world seems to be against her. Though in a 
dilemma she is able to handle her work, family and love life. She is a quick thinker 
and an empowered woman.” - Book club member on the book Imani’s Dilemma
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One of the goals of the book clubs were to begin and facilitate discussions about 

gender stereotypes as well as promote women’s empowerment using books. We are 

cognizant of the fact that gender norms and stereotypes are constructed over a long period 

and it will take the same amount of time and effort to discard negative promotions of the same. 

The book clubs allowed for candid discussions to be held around the characters portrayed 

in the books and relating them to the different communities the book club members are from. 

We did not achieve gender shifts due to the time limitation, however we were able to facilitate 

introspective reflections, and these were articulated and discussed by the larger group. This 

proves the power books have in changing positive gender narrative.

At the time of the baseline survey, 67 percent of the book club members were not aware of the 

existence of Worldreader Mobile. By the time of the activity completion, we saw a 100 percent 

of the book club members and facilitators accessing the books from our app. This conversion 

contributed to an increase in access of books beyond the book club. One member from the 

Kibera book club mentioned that the father now reads books from the Worldreader app. Another 

member from the Murang’a book club shared the link of his favorite book, Imani’s Dilemma, on 

his Facebook page and the comments were positive insinuating that the book club members 

are Worldreader Mobile ambassadors to those they interact with. In addition, at the time of the 

‘Women scream in their silence’.  An observation made by a Book club member 
over the book ‘When Mountains Meet’.

The books sparked conversations around women’s empowerment and 
promoted introspective thoughts around this issue. ‘If the book is a reflection 
of the society, then we need to apologize to our women for mistreating them’.  
Book club member over the book ‘When Mountains meet’.
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baseline survey, the book club members mentioned that the main source of the books they 

read were from friends. However, they were pleased to learn that they can access over forty 

thousand titles in different languages through Worldreader Mobile.

The book clubs were successful to the extent that the partners, Kenya National Library Services, 

at the time of contract closure, reported that three out of the four book clubs are ongoing and 

they are still sourcing their reading material from the Worldreader Application.
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CHALLENGES AND

 limitations
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challenges and limitations

As Worldreader’s first gender-focused project, Anasoma included many activities that were new 

for Worldreader. As a result, we encountered some intrinsic and extrinsic challenges and limitations 

throughout the project. In terms of the intrinsic challenges, as our first time conducting a fully 

fledged research project, it required more time than expected to design the experiment and its 

methodology. Furthermore, while implementing the project to collect real-time data disaggregated 

by sex, we discovered the existence of some limitations within our back-end data system which 

prevented us to conclude the content analysis as it was originally planned by the research design. 

Kenyan National Elections

After the August 2017 Kenyan National Elections were annulled, a new election was held in 

October. Given the uncertainty of the election time in terms of security, the ethnographic research 

that required field visits was suspended. Furthermore, the book clubs could not meet as per the 

original timeframe. This was an unforeseeable event that delayed these events and, subsequently, 

the data collection. Due to these delays, Worldreader’s contract with knls was extended until 

March 2018 and the Kibera book club meeting timeline was extended until February 2018.

 

Book Club Attendance & Communication

Worldreader experienced both scarce attendance among some book club members as 

well as difficulties in data quality and regularity from the Kenyan National Library Service. 

To counteract this, we fostered a direct partnership with the book club facilitators and 

note takers, and introduced monitoring visits from the Worldreader M&E Specialist. Once 

the M&E Specialist created a direct line of communication with the facilitators and note 

takers, quality and timely collection of data improved. Through this strategy, we ensured 

that the book club facilitators were able to receive direct support from Worldreader.

Project Coordination

This project faced coordination challenges due to its multi-method design, which necessitated 

the involvement of multiple researchers. To address this, Worldreader hired a Human-

Centered Design firm in Kenya to ensure that all interconnected components were linked in 

an efficient and timely fashion. The design firm was particularly instrumental in keeping the 

project on track following the unplanned departure of the original Project Coordinator.
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challenges and limitations

Advanced Content Gender Analysis

We designed an experiment to triangulate data coming from the book clubs, the review 

panel, end-of-book surveys, and back-end data to gain in-depth insight into the performance 

of the newly acquired books. A book’s performance was supposed to be measured 

by a combination of indicators, such as the number of people accessing the book, the 

return rates, and the percentage of pages read. The delays in getting (due to  annulled 

elections) and complexity of combining real-world data from book clubs with digitally 

collected information from the phones of our readers required an unexpected amount of 

engineering and data science work by the Worldreader team. This process is being finalized 

in July-August and its results will be presented to internal stakeholders in September.



38 Worldreader Final Report (2016-2018)

NEXT

STEPS



39Worldreader Final Report (2016-2018)

Following the completion of the Anasoma pilot Worldreader will take steps to continue 

the work for which the foundation has been built during the last two-and-a-half years by:

• Presenting and sharing Anasoma research findings with relevant partners, at international 

conferences, such as the UNESCO Mobile Learning Week, mAlliance Symposium. 

• Integrating “quick win” projects into our work plans for 2019.

• Seeking funding to implement “major projects” outlined in the Outreach Strategy aimed at 

increasing the number of female readers on the Worldreader platform. 

• Fostering the relationships developed over the course of this project with women-based 

organizations in Kenya, authors and publishing partners with the goal of encouraging them 

to act as Anasoma ambassadors. 

• Adopting a gender-sensitive content acquisition strategy. 

.

next steps
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ANNEXES



41Worldreader Final Report (2016-2018)

Annex 1: Anasoma Theory of Change

annexes
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