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Determinants of Digital Divide in 
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Stephen Kwamena Aikins, University of South Florida, Tampa, USA

ABSTRACT

ThisarticleinvestigatesthereasonsmostAfricanhouseholdsarenotusingtheinternetanddiscusses
thepolicyimplicationsforbridgingthedigitaldivide.TheInternationalTelecommunicationUnion
(ITU)reportsthatattheendof2014,only7percentofhouseholdsinLDCs,mostofwhomarein
Africa,hadInternetaccess.ThisstudyanalysesdatafromtheITUdatabaseandothersourcesto
identifythedeterminantsofthedigitaldivideinAfrica.Resultsshowthatpeculiarchallengessuch
asaffordabilityanddigitalliteracydoinfluencethepercentageofAfricanhouseholdswhodonot
usetheinternet.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

ThisstudyinvestigatesthereasonswhymosthouseholdsinAfricaarenotusingtheinternet,and
discussesthepolicyimplicationsforbridgingthedigitaldivide.Forthepurposeofthisstudy,digital
divideisdefinedasthegapbetweenhouseholdswitheffectiveaccesstocomputersandtheInternet
andthosewithverylimitedornoaccess.TheInternationalTelecommunicationUnion(ITU,2012)
arguestheInternetisimprovingthelivesofpeopleindevelopingnationsandfacilitatingaccessto
economicopportunitiesandsocialwelfarethatwerepreviouslyinaccessibletothepoor.Unfortunately,
manyAfricancountrieslagbehindotherdevelopingnationsregardingthenumberofhouseholds
usingtheInternet.Indeed,therehasbeenwidespreadconcernthatwhilethedigitaldivideinbasic
servicesbetweendevelopedanddevelopingcountrieshasdiminishedinrecentyearsasaresultof
thespreadofmobiletelephony,digitaldivideintheavailabilityofbroadbandnetworksandservices
mayhavebeengrowingbetweentherestoftheworldandtheleastdevelopedcountries(ITU,2015),
especially those inAfrica. Inparticular,72percentofAfricansdonotuse the Internet (Internet
WorldStatistics,2015),resultingintheirinabilitytoaccesstheopportunitiesandgainsofferedby
broadband.IfAfricansaretoequallyparticipateandreapthebenefitsoftheinformationsociety,the
reasonsformanyAfricanhouseholdsnotusingtheInternethavetobeempiricallyinvestigatedto
findworkablesolutionstosuchchallenges.

Thisarticle,originallypublishedunderIGIGlobal’scopyrightonJanuary1,2019willproceedwithpublicationasanOpenAccessarticle
startingonFebruary3,2021inthegoldOpenAccessjournal,InternationalJournalofPublicAdministrationintheDigitalAge(converted

togoldOpenAccessJanuary1,2021),andwillbedistributedunderthetermsoftheCreativeCommonsAttributionLicense(http://cre-
ativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/)whichpermitsunrestricteduse,distribution,andproductioninanymedium,providedtheauthorofthe

originalworkandoriginalpublicationsourceareproperlycredited.
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BACKGRoUND

Statistics reported by the ITU (2015) suggest the presence of global broadband digital divide.
AccordingtoareportissuedbytheUnitedNationsConferenceonTradeandDevelopment(UNCTAD,
2009),therateofindividualsutilizingbroadbandservicesinrichnationswaseighttimesgreaterthan
therateinpoorernations,withthegapprojectedtowideninthenearfuture.RecentITUassessment
oftheglobaldigitaldivideindicatesthatmorethan70countrieshavenofixed-linebroadbandservice
andmorethan30countrieshavelessthanonebroadbandsubscriptionper100residents(ITU,2009;
2010).Indeed,32of38AfricancountriesstudiedbytheITUhadfixedbroadbandpenetrationofless
than1percentattheendof2013(ITU,2014).

Concernedabouttheinadequatebroadbandconnectivityinthedevelopingworld,theITUand
itspartnershavelaunchedseriesofsummitsaimedatconnectingthedevelopingnations.InOctober
2007, theConnectAfricaSummitwasorganizedby the ITU, theAfricanUnion and theWorld
Bank,alongwithanumberofUNagenciesandotherintergovernmentalagenciesintheRwandan
capitalofKigali.ThesummitproceedingssetoutanumberofobjectivesforimprovingAfrica’sICT
infrastructure.ConnectAfricawasthefirstinaseriesofITUinitiativesthatweredesignedtotackle
theproblemoflowaccesstoICTinthedevelopingworld.

InSeptember2015,theUnitedNations(UN)GeneralAssemblyconvenedfortheadoptionofthe
agreeduponSustainableDevelopmentGoals(SDGs).Theoutcomedocument,Sustaining our World: 
The 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development,acknowledgesthat,‘thespreadofinformationand
communicationtechnologyandglobalinterconnectednesshasgreatpotentialtoacceleratehuman
progress and to develop knowledge societies (Broadband Commission for Digital Development,
2015).ThedocumentsetsoutambitiousICTdevelopmenttargetsinthegoalsforeducation,gender
andinfrastructurewithICTsrecognizedasthe‘meansofimplementation’offorallSDGs.

Goal1.1oftheConnect2020agendaagreeduponin2014bymemberstatesoftheITUstates
thatworldwide,55percentofhouseholdsshouldhaveaccesstotheInternetby2020.Goal2.1Bstates
15percentofhouseholdsinLeastDevelopedcountries(LDCs)shouldhaveaccesstotheInternet
bythesameyear.However,theITU(2015)arguesthedigitaldivideisprovingstubbornlypersistent
intermsofaccesstobroadbandInternet,includingthechallengeofextendinglast-mileaccessto
infrastructuretoremoteandruralcommunities.AccordingtoITU,43%oftheworld’spopulation
isnowonlinewithsomeformofregularaccesstotheInternet.Thisleaves57%orsome4.2billion
oftheworld’speoplewhostilldonotenjoyregularaccesstotheInternet(ITU,2015).IntheLeast
DevelopedCountries(LDCs),manyofwhomareinAfrica,onlyoneoutofeverytenpeopleisonline.

TheITU(2013)arguesthebasicindicatorformonitoringconsumeruptakeregardingthenumber
ofpeopleusingICTsworldwideisthenumberofhouseholdswithaccesstotheInternet.Although
theproportionofhouseholdswithInternetaccessindevelopingcountriesincreasedfrom12percent
in2008to34percentin2015,acomparisonacrossgeographicregionsrevealsthatbyfarthelowest
householdInternetpenetrationisfoundinAfrica(ITU,2015).Figure1showsthepercentageby
regionanddevelopmentstatuswithInternetaccessper100householdsin2014.AsshowninFigure
1,while46percentofhouseholdsworldwideand82percentinEuropehadaccesstotheInternet,
only10.7percentinAfricahadaccess.HouseholdsintheLeastDevelopedCountries,manyofwhom
areinAfrica,hadonly6.7percentaccess.Figure1alsoshowsthegapbetweenAfricaandAsia
andPacific,thetworegionswiththelowesthouseholdInternetpenetrations,issubstantial,witha
penetrationrateof39percentinthelatter,comparedtothe10.7percentfortheformer(ITU2015).

Figure2alsoshowstheInformationDevelopmentIndex(IDI)byregionin2015.TheIDIisa
compositeindexofthreedimensions.Theseare1)ICTAccess–theavailabilityofICTinfrastructure
andaccess;2)ICTUse-ahighlevelofICTuse,and3)ICTskills–thecapabilitytouseICTeffectively,
derivedfromrelevantskills.Theindexisdesignedtocapturetheevolutionoftheinformationsociety
asitgoesthroughitsdifferentstagesofdevelopment.Ascanbeseenfromfigure2,Africahasthe
lowestaverageIDIamongallregions,with2.53indexin2014comparedto7.35forEurope,5.09
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