286

Chapter 16
Bridging the Digital Divide:

A Review of Critical Factors
in Developing Countries

Leila Nemati Anaraki
Islamic Azad University, Iran

Azadeh Heidari
Islamic Azad University, Iran

ABSTRACT

Recent developments in Information and Communication Technologies (ICT), while making our life
easier, created a social divide that is known as the digital divide. The global information gap is likely to
widen the North — South divide and this global digital divide raises many issues for discussion that will
be explored and reviewed further in this research. This chapter provides a brief overview of digital divide
and the effects of some critical factors on it. Unequal investment of Information and Communication
Technologies (IC15), the potential of the Internet, the important role of education, literacy, education,
e-governance, librarians, libraries and also digital libraries etc. are some discussed factors in this
chapter. It concludes that paying attention to all so called critical factors can bridge and decrease this

global digital divide.

INTRODUCTION

Although in recent years the information environ-
ment has greatly improved in many developed and
developing countries, there is no indication that the
digital divide is decreasing. Access to information
and communication technologies is the crucial
issue to a sustainable agenda of socio-economic
development. Access to new technologies will
furnish vital knowledge inputs into the productive
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measures of developing countries, especially those
who are rural and poor.

Forthe lastten years the term ‘digital divide” has
become a familiar way of expressing the wide varia-
tions in access to information and communication
technologies (ICTs) across the world. While there
may be some disagreement over what the expres-
sion actually means, and what indicators should be
used to map it, there is no doubt that developing
countries, lag far behind industrialized countries in
their take-up of new digital technologies, especially
the Internet. The emphasis in early accounts of the
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digital divide was on inequalities in infrastructural
provision and access to technology. Many coun-
tries have devised information strategies, taking
for granted the relationship between ICT diffu-
sion and economic development, in an attempt to
close the gap. These have generally focused on
infrastructural improvements: policies in educa-
tion, for example, have concentrated on hardware
provision with much less attention paid to the
issues of how new technologies are used.

There is no doubt about the fact that there
are many benefits associated with ICTs, but still
significant barriers to its effective use exists in
both developed and developing countries. Some
of these barriers may be endemic(e.g. the genera-
tion gap, learning processes and gaining in ICTs,
poor telecoms infrastructure, poor computer
and general literacy, and so on).Information and
communication technologies (ICTs) can be con-
sidered as an important weapon in the war against
world challenges. When used effectively, it offers
huge potential to empower people in developing
countries and disadvantaged communities to
overcome obstacles, address the most important
social problems they face, strengthen communi-
ties, democratic institutions, a free press, and
local economies and maybe above all, facilitate
information flow with which real information
society can come true. But, a digital divide sepa-
rates those who can access and use ICT to gain
these benefits, and those who either do not have
access to such technology or who are unable to
use it for one reason or another. The digital divide
has become a common metaphor originating from
now nearly obsolete phrases such as “information
haves and have not’s” and “information rich and
information poor”.

There are numerous approaches that libraries
can and have taken in diminishing this divide.
Libraries can play a vital role in bridging the
digital divide by providing access to computer
and the internet to those who do not have such
facilities, butitis not a job that can be done single-
handedly. It is a challenge that must be dealt with

in partnership among the various public and private
sectors of society, such as the telecommunications
industry, educational systems, policy makers, and
community organizations.

Asaresult, the present article focuses on some
of several dimensions of the digital divide and
discusses about some key factors which have an
impressive role in digital divide.

Definition of Digital Divide

Digital divide is a familiar and dynamic concept
which has evolve over time. There is not a single
divide, but multiple divides: for instance, within
countries, between men and women, between the
young and the elderly, different regions etc. (World
Information Society Report, 2007)

The Internet has profoundly changed many
things in our world. The “have” versus “have
not” distinction traditionally refers to “the great
divide” in our world, between people who have
health, wealth and opportunity versus those who
have not. The same distinction can be made about
people who have access to the new information and
communication technologies (ICTs) versus those
who have not, and this is referred to as “the digital
divide and globally, there is a gaping digital divide
between the “information rich” and “information
poor”. (The digital divide, n.d.)

The digital divide has been frequently defined.
Here, some definitions relevant to our discussion
are considered as follows:

. The lack of access to information and com-
munication technologies to segments of the
community. The digital divide is a generic
term used to describe this lack of access
due to linguistic, economic, educational,
social and geographic reasons (Scrutiny of
Acts and Regulations Committee, 2005).
The gap between those people and com-
munities who can access and make effec-
tive use of information technology and
those who can not
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