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ABSTRACT

For a number of years, there has been a concerted effort by the United Arab Emirates to take a prominent
role in introducing e-business initiatives throughout the Gulf region, and this effort has translated into
widespread access of internet technology for its own citizens. The country, in setting out to become a

hub for foreign and domestic companies, realized that to achieve these goals it must provide appropri-
ate e-business frameworks and infrastructures, which it has successfully done. Although, while not the
only means of acquiring digital literacy, regular exposure to the internet does contribute to gaining
these necessary 21° century skills. It might be expected that with such widespread access to the internet
the population would contribute to becoming digitally competent. Using an ethnographic case study
methodology, this paper investigates issues contributing to what might be a new form of digital divide;
cultural issues which limit the acquisition of such digital skills.

INTRODUCTION

As we pass into the second decade of the third
millennium the internet has proven to be one the
most exceptional innovations to date, with the
World Wide Web affecting cultural, social and
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economic sectors, in both the way we spend our
daily lives and in the way we do business. It has
brought a wealth of information to our fingertips
while heavily improving our educational system
in an organized, efficient and effective manner, as
well as enhancing our interpersonal relationships.
The strategic potential of the medium was recog-
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nized well over a decade ago by the Organisation
for Economic Co-operation and Development
(OECD) who stated:

Our generation stands on the very cusp of the
greatesttechnological revolution that mankind has
ever faced. Some compare this age of electronic
communication with the arrival of the Guttenberg
press, or with the industrial revolution. Yet this
revolution when it has run its course may have a
greater impact on the planet than anything that
has preceded it (OECD, 1997).

Referring to the internet, Prensky (2001) makes
the case that people seeking wisdom will need the
use of digital technologies to provide them with
unprecedented access to data, information, and
knowledge from across the globe. Yet how one
uses, filters, and eventually applies these resources
will play an important role in the wisdom of their
decisions and judgments (Skiba, 2010).

Though within the UAE widespread e-gov-
ernment services are available, there has been no
systematic or widespread education of the general
population on the use and benefits of internet us-
age in the country. Even though access to internet
facilities is at a level comparative to both the

US and UK (see Figure 1 & Table 1) and is the
highest in the Arab world (see Figure 2) many of
its citizens have thus failed to understand how to
use the medium effectively (Jewels et al., 2009).

Based on autoethnographic observations and
anecdotal evidence, UAE internet usage patterns
appear to be clearly different from usage patterns
of similarly advanced nations. Though the opera-
tional benefits of using the internet are generally
understood by its citizens, there are many families
who are still concerned enough about the medium’s
more sinister ramifications to effectively curtail
itsuseinthe home. In order to effectively navigate
the multidimensional and fast-paced digital envi-
ronment, the term digital literacy has supplanted
the traditional meaning of the term literacy (Jones-
Kavalier & Flannigan, 2006). UAE children, the
so-called ‘digital natives’ that Prensky (2001)
refers to, may in this situation be limited from
acquiring all the skills that will ultimately con-
tribute to them being digitally literate in a global
environment.

Understanding why this type of paradox exists
may be useful in providing alternative means of
attaining digital literacy in culturally sensitive
situations. The anecdotal evidence indicates there
are many parents in the United Arab Emirates

Figure 1. Internet Access of selected countries (Source: hitp://www.google.com/publicdata?ds=wb-

wdi&met=it_net_user_p2 &idim=country:ARE&dl=en&hl=en&q=uae+internet+usage)
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