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INTRODUCTION

Since 2000, the penetration rate of information 
and communication technology (ICT) in devel-
oping countries has grown steadily. At any rate, 
the global digital divide between high-income 
and low-income countries has diminished only 
slightly, with the later continuing to have up to 

56 times less access to the latest technology. In 
2004, internet usage proportion in high-income 
countries was 5.8 times bigger than in middle-
income economies and 19.4 times higher than in 
low-income states (Billon et al. 2009, 597). The 
ICT usage differentials have brought about a new 
type of inequalities, in relation with affordability 
of personal computers, access to internet, and 
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The global digital divide, denoting the patterns of uneven distribution of information and communica-
tion technologies (ICTs) worldwide, emerged as a constant concern during the last two decades. Going 
beyond the minimal requirements of physical connectivity, it points to an underlying concern of digital 
inclusion differentials of citizens in developing countries, the so-called “information poor.” This chap-
ter aims at addressing this with reference to the international institutional structures and their current 
efforts. After assessing the categories of people that are affected the most by the digital gap and the 
range of opportunities available to them in the context of globalization, special attention will be given 
to the overlapping concerns shaping the international agenda with regard to ICT adoption. The creation 
of international bodies such as Sustainable Development Networking Programme (SDNP), Digital 
Opportunity Taskforce (DOT), and Information for Development Program (InfoDev) will be discussed 
together with the redefinition of the digital access problem as a ”universal service” and the emergence 
of specific endeavors for reducing global digital inequalities.
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technological infrastructure (Castells 2001; Norris 
2001; Warschauer 2003).

The global digital divide1 has been defined as 
the range of “great disparities in opportunity to 
access the internet and the information and educa-
tional or business opportunities tied to this access 
between developed and developing countries” 
(Lu 2001, 1), pointing to a multi-dimensional 
gap. Manuel Castells (1997) categorized those 
belonging to unconnected parts of the globe as 
“the fourth world.” For the purpose of this paper, 
the meaning of global digital divide will be re-
stricted to unequal patterns of physical access to 
information technology infrastructure and to the 
internet in circumstances of marked inequality 
between high and low-level ICT participation 
worldwide, resulting in systematically placing 
in disadvantaged positions specific social groups 
(Reddick 2000; Jung et al. 2001; Loges and Jung 
2001; Bonfadelli 2002). The benefits of the wired 
society have been analyzed not only in connection 
with economic development, but also with cultural 
and social capital (Selwyn 2004, 355).

During the last two decades, the worldwide 
digital imbalances have often been integrated 
into different interpretative frameworks of left or 
right-wing ideology, treating ICT access dispari-
ties as part of social inequalities or, respectively, 
as inherent to the range of differences that make 
individuals special (Hacker and Mason 2003, 
100). Opposing this view, Ho and Tseng (2003, 5) 
argued that these great differentials in ICT capac-
ity worldwide create disparities that go beyond 
the structure of the current social inequalities2. 
Studying the effect of ICT diffusion, Bikson 
and Panis (1995) found important differences 
among ethnic groups in the use of ICT, which 
was independent of the income and education 
levels. Needless to say, those who are already in 
a socially-disadvantaged position are indeed the 
first ones to be excluded from the benefits associ-
ated with the advent of information society. Still, 
it is important to consider the leapfrogging effect 

in analysing the set of internationally-identified 
priorities in addressing the global digital gap.

According to a United Nations Report from 
2001, the Internet usage represents a “global 
enclave,” with 79% of all worldwide users liv-
ing in the OECD countries, which comprise only 
14% of the world population. This problem was 
usually depicted as a matter of relative divide3 
between wealthy and poor states (ICT Develop-
ment Report 2006), rather than one of absolute 
digital divide (James 2009, 1124). Current reports 
from 2009 on internet usage show that the world 
average penetration rate is 25.6%, but the distance 
between the most wired and the least wired region 
of the globe is as great as 2.63 the world average 
(Internet Usage Statistics 2009).

As the new inequalities cannot be restricted to 
the problem solving capabilities of the national 
governments, additional cross-border initiatives 
emerged recently. This chapter sets out to offer a 
perspective on the trans-national efforts to reduce 
the global digital divide, firstly by discussing the 
creation of specialized institutions. Secondly, the 
most relevant points on the international agenda 
will be identified. Thirdly, a critical assessment 
of the internationally-designed policies will be 
presented, by drawing on their effects and potential 
for reducing or increasing the marked digital gap. 
Finally, conclusions will be drawn and future di-
rections for international policy-making indicated.

THE GLOBAL DIGITAL DIVIDE 
AND ITS UNDERPINNINGS

The expansion of the internet has become inte-
grated into different definitions of globalization, 
with the latter encompassing a dual process of 
“transformation” and “transcendence” (Bartelson 
2000). While the first dimension points to the 
intensification of global exchanges, the second 
dimension captures the process of increased insti-
tutionalization at the international level. As such, 
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