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Last year, we launched the fifth edition of the Inclusive Internet Index (3i). 
Since its inception, the 3i has assessed countries on the ability of their 
citizens to enjoy the full benefits that the internet has to offer. Through 
comprehensive analysis of the data collected over the past five years, this 
report assesses the progress that countries have made and looks at the 
obstacles still preventing roughly half of the world’s population from using 
the internet. 

We have consulted experts to help us identify solutions for removing the 
stubbornly persistent barriers to internet inclusion. On these, we hope, a 
roadmap can be built for connecting the billions of people around the world that 
remain offline, empowering them to improve their lives using the internet.    

Economist Impact bears sole responsibility for the content of this report. 
The findings and views expressed herein do not necessarily reflect the views 
of the partners and experts. The report was produced by a team of in-house 
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•	 Zubair Fattahi, project lead
•	 Sabu Mathai, Ayesha Khan and Michael Gold, researchers
•	 Amanda Simms, copy-editor
•	 NWC Design, design agency
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•	 John Garrity, independent expert
•	 Alison Gillwald, Executive Director, Research ICT Africa
•	 Sonia Jorge, Executive Director, Web Foundation (A4AI)
•	 David Souter, Associate, Association for Progressive Communication
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Looking back over the years that Meta (formerly Facebook) has partnered 
with Economist Impact (formerly the EIU) on the Inclusive Internet Index 
(3i) highlights how far the world has come in extending connectivity and 
its benefits to the world but also how much more needs to be done. This 
has been highlighted by the covid-19 pandemic where those equipped with 
digital skills and access to high-speed, affordable Internet, were better 
able to proceed in a recognisable, if altered, fashion.  Nearly 70% of people 
around the world believed that greater use of the Internet in all aspects of 
life is a ‘new normal.’

On the other hand, the 5th year of the 3i illustrated a stubborn digital 
divide preventing billions of people, prominently in low income and lower-
middle income countries, from enjoying the full benefits that the Internet 
has to offer. Paradoxically, people in these regions/countries without 
widespread access to quality Internet have become the most dependent 
upon it.  As the importance of having access to the Internet has grown, the 
consequences of being offline have grown even larger.

The good news is that over the past five years the digital divide separating 
the well-connected and the under-connected has shrunk and low-income 
countries have improved in every aspect of Internet inclusion, albeit at 
an unacceptably slow rate. And importantly, the nature of the divide has 
also changed from a coverage gap five years ago marked by insufficient 
network coverage to a “usage gap” marked by people unable, unwilling or 
uninterested in using the Internet.

After five years, there remains a frustratingly persistent gap in readiness, 
a function of digital skills and people’s perceptions about trust and safety 
online, and in relevance, a function of the value people derive from 
the content available to them online, which also are contributing to a 
continuing digital gender gap.

Building a time series with five years of data provides insights not only on 
where we were and how far we’ve come, but also what remains to be done 
by policymakers, the private sector, civil society and communities, working 
together, to make Internet inclusion and its benefits universal.

Commentary  
from Meta
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Expanding internet inclusivity can feel like a never-ending marathon—
for every household in a low-income country that comes online, a new 
invention or use case pushes the frontiers of connectivity in a way that 
basic infrastructure cannot begin to meet. It is nevertheless crucial to 
take stock of the state of inclusivity now versus five years ago. It is only 
by understanding where we’ve been that we can chart the path toward a 
future in which every man, woman and child can leverage the internet’s 
countless advantages.

The key findings from five years of the 3i are as follows:

•	 Successes should be celebrated and built upon. Over the past five 
years, significant progress has been made on connecting new users to 
the internet, especially in middle-income countries. Remarkably, low-
income countries have improved in every domain of internet inclusion, 
albeit beginning from a lower base. For those who are connected in 
low-income countries, enhanced speed and quality of connections and 
a boost in access to the electricity needed to get online are milestones 
worth commending. Efforts to build on the achievements of the past 
five years are urgently needed, and there is much further to go.

•	 The nature of the digital divide has changed from that of a 
‘coverage gap’ to a ‘usage gap’. The half of the world still offline is 
part of an increasingly disenfranchised cohort that is missing out on 
the real-world opportunities that connectivity enables. When the 3i 
launched in 2017, insufficient network coverage in low-income and 
lower-middle-income countries was the main barrier in accessing 
the internet. According to recent data, 62% of the population in 
low-income countries are covered by the 3G network, while 2G 
coverage reaches 85%. Still, the expansion in network coverage has 
not translated to a proportionally equal increase in usage. Today, this 
digital divide mainly manifests in the form of a ‘usage gap’, marked by 
people unable, unwilling or uninterested in using the internet. 

•	 The slowing pace of expansion of high-speed networks in low-
income and lower-middle-income countries risks generating a 
vicious circle, further deepening economic and digital divides. 
4G—an important pathway to meaningful connectivity—isn’t 
available to broad segments of low-income and lower-middle-income 
populations. With data-intensive internet activities increasingly 
integrated into work and education, as well as the social and political 
dimensions of our lives, this digital divide will amplify economic 
inequalities more than ever. 

Executive summary

4

It is only by understanding 
where we’ve been that we 
can chart the path toward 
a future in which every 
man, woman and child 
can leverage the internet’s 
countless advantages.

The Inclusive Internet Index: Five-year lookback report

© Economist Impact 2022



•	 The failure to close the digital gender divide needs urgent 
attention. Five years of progress on many metrics of internet inclusion 
makes women’s under-attainment of connectivity particularly glaring. 
A 5 percentage-point narrowing in internet access and a paltry 0.9 
percentage-point contraction in mobile phone access over the past 
half-decade are far too small to help women achieve parity with their 
male counterparts in the foreseeable future. With the current pace, 
it will take over 30 years to close the digital gender gap. The world 
cannot achieve internet inclusion as long as women remain offline.  

5

Index coverage and structure

3i’s geographic coverage has expanded from 75 countries 
in 2017 to 120 countries in 2021. It has systematically 
compared and ranked them across four domains:

Availability

The quality and breadth of available infrastructure 
required for access and levels of internet usage.

Affordability

The cost of access relative to income and the level 
of competition in the internet marketplace.

Relevance

The existence and extent of local language 
content and relevant content.

Readiness

The capacity to access the internet, including skills, 
cultural acceptance and supporting policy.

As a complement to the index, starting from 2018, each year we 
have polled an average of 5,000 people across most of the index 
countries in the Value of the Internet survey. This has helped us 
understand how people use and perceive the internet, drawing their 
experiences into the index itself and helping to inform our analysis.
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When people go online, their lives change in innumerable ways. The 
eyebrow-raising moment of encountering a breaking story in a newspaper 
becomes a ping on social media. The exchange of paper cash for goods 
or services becomes the touch of a button on a smartphone. The daily 
commute to the office becomes a virtual meeting on a computer screen.

These innovations open the door to countless benefits, from enhanced 
human connection to greater productivity and efficiency, to new avenues 
for commerce, economic opportunity and education. Over the last five 
years, we have seen more people than ever enjoy the fruits of internet 
connectivity. With more than 4 billion people online, nearly 1 billion of 
whom were connected between 2015 and 2019, more than half of the 
world is now connected to the internet. Governments and companies 
have extended the reach of the hardware and software that people need to 
connect. Content creators have seeded virtual spaces with information and 
knowledge. And people have shaped the internet into a tool to achieve their 
desires, aspirations and ambitions.

Yet for all the progress that has been made on connecting people to the 
internet, digital divides persist and deprive un- and under-connected people 
of the benefits it has to offer. The covid-19 pandemic has opened a window 
to the future, demonstrating how various facets of life can move online. 
Even after the pandemic passes, the structural changes enacted in its wake 
will require participation in these newfound digital realms. But are we 
ready for that future—one in which the internet is an intrinsic part of how 
humanity communicates and prospers? How can those who are not online—
or those with weak, unreliable or unaffordable connections—enter the digital 
economy? What cost will these groups have to pay for being left behind?

Introduction
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Answering these questions by shedding light on the factors that enable 
meaningful connectivity—characterised by regular access, sufficient data 
and decent speed1—has been the mission of the 3i since its inception. 
By identifying and analysing these gaps, the index helps policymakers 
and other stakeholders to take targeted measures to reduce them, with 
the ultimate aim of helping citizens benefit from internet connectivity. 
What constitutes meaningful connectivity has itself changed over the 
years as technology advances and people demand more from their online 
interactions. With the 3i’s fifth edition released earlier this year,2 this 
report assesses progress that countries have made over the past five years 
on building internet inclusion and calls for stakeholders to do more. Our 
goals in this analysis are to:

•	 understand how “meaningful connectivity” has changed;

•	 see how the overall digital divide between countries, as well as divides 
among income and gender groups, is evolving;

•	 highlight lessons countries have learned since 2017, as well as more 
recently during the pandemic;

•	 better understand barriers to affordability; and

•	 home in on the types of connectivity that are most closely associated 
with improvements in inclusion.
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1	“Meaningful Connectivity — unlocking the full power of internet access”, Alliance for Affordable Internet.
2	Available at https://theinclusiveinternet.eiu.com/.
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All countries have notched laudable gains.

Over the past five years, significant progress has been made on internet 
inclusivity in all countries covered by the 3i. It is encouraging that the 
low-income countries that started from a low base improved at a faster rate 
than other groups (Figure 1). However, they remain behind others in terms 
of their overall index scores. Middle-income countries have also reduced 
the gaps separating them from those in the high-income group. High-
income countries remain the leader for more widely available internet with 
better quality and relevant content, the same as five years ago. 

Chapter 1:  
Unmistakable progress 
has been made
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Sources: Economist Impact
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Figure 1: Big improvements across all regions
Overall index scores, change since 2017, by country income group
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Key inclusion milestones have been reached in availability,  
4G coverage and electricity.

By the end of 2018 the share of the world’s population using the internet 
had surpassed the 50% mark.3 This is no small achievement, and the 
progress on building connectivity is mirrored in different metrics in 
our index. There was an average improvement of 24% in household 
connectivity across all 120 countries between 2015 and 2017 (when the 
data for all countries are available), albeit with considerable differences 
between regions and income groups. The quality of these connections has 
improved too, with expansion of both lower-speed 2G and 3G and higher-
speed 4G network coverage across the board—although low-income and 
lower-middle-income countries have much further to progress. Access to 
electricity, a key enabler of internet access, is another encouraging area: 
over the five years of the index, the world’s rural population lacking access 
to electricity has fallen dramatically, but still stands at over 500m people.
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Connectivity reporting lags obscure the real progress 

The majority of countries covered by the 3i do not publish 
internet connectivity data annually. As a result, the data available 
for about half of the countries are already four years old. The 
reporting lag conceals the actual progress made on connecting 
new households to the internet. For example, the average 
improvement in household connectivity is 40% for countries 
where the 2019 data are available, compared with 24% in 2017. 

Affordable smartphones and prepaid mobile data are key 
drivers of connectivity growth.

Affordability of prepaid mobile data has been an engine for household 
connectivity growth over the past five years, improving by 38% as a 
percentage of monthly income. Low-income countries recorded strong 
gains, albeit starting from low affordability. Monthly prepaid mobile 
internet cost 34.2% of monthly income in 2014 for this cohort, but in 2020 
this dropped to 7.6%. Costs declined in lower-middle-income countries as 
well. Meanwhile, upper-middle- and high-income countries, starting from 
higher baselines of affordability in 2014, also saw modest gains.

3	“Internet milestone reached, as more than 50 per cent go online: UN telecoms agency”, UN News, December 7th 2018.
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BOX: 3i’s big gainers among low-income and  
lower-middle-income countries 

•	 Overall index scores: Myanmar, Uganda, Zambia and 
Nepal recorded the largest jumps in overall performance 
(by points) between years one and five of the index.

•	 Mobile subscribers: Uzbekistan’s mobile penetration increased 
from a low base of 70 subscribers per 100 people in 2015 to 101 
by 2019, following significant investment by mobile operators.6 

•	 4G coverage: Cameroon and Zambia recorded major 
gains in 4G network coverage, rising from nearly none 
in 2015 to 66% and 49% in 2019, respectively.

•	 Household connectivity: in Cambodia, connectivity 
levels leapt between 2015 and 2019 (the latest 
year of available data) from 6% to 41%.

•	 Affordability: Pakistan and Liberia posted the largest 
improvements in the affordability of 1GB of prepaid mobile internet 
(as a percentage of monthly income) between 2014 and 2020.

The increasing affordability of entry-level smartphones is also a major driver 
of connectivity growth, especially in countries where fixed broadband is not 
widely available or affordable. The proliferation of smartphones that offer 
competitive functionality at relatively low prices was partially responsible for 
a 37% increase in handset affordability between 2015 and 2019 for 112 index 
countries. One region where handset affordability has not improved is Latin 
America, in part due to taxation.4 For instance, in Costa Rica and Argentina 
burdensome value-added and excise taxes raise the price of handsets.5 
Overall, while uptake of entry-level handsets can start people down the path 
toward internet inclusion, they are not enough for the world we are living in 
now and heading to tomorrow.

4	  Taxing mobile connectivity in Latin America, GSMA, 2017.
5	  Ibid
6	  Reforming mobile sector taxation in Uzbekistan: Unlocking economic and social benefits 

  through tax reform in the mobile sector, GSMA, September 2018.

While uptake of entry-level 
handsets can start people 
down the path toward 
internet inclusion, they are 
not enough for the world 
we are living in now and 
heading to tomorrow.

The Inclusive Internet Index: Five-year lookback report

© Economist Impact 2022

https://data.gsmaintelligence.com/api-web/v2/research-file-download?id=28999755&file=Taxing%20mobile%20connectivity%20in%20Latin%20America.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/publicpolicy/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/GSMA_Uzbekistan-report_68pp_WEB.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/publicpolicy/wp-content/uploads/2018/10/GSMA_Uzbekistan-report_68pp_WEB.pdf


The internet has become increasingly integrated into our lives; 
more relevant content and an increase in trust could help 
connect more users.

Since we launched the Value of the Internet survey in the second edition 
of the 3i, the internet has become increasingly integrated into people’s 
lives and livelihoods. The internet’s value for e-commerce, education, and 
social and political participation has increased around the world over the 
past four years. Yet even as the internet became more critical during the 
pandemic as an information source and for daily activities, the crisis may 
have strained its ability to deliver up-to-date, reliable information in times 
of need. Already in decline over the first three years of the survey, the 
perceived value of the internet for public health information declined more 
steeply in many countries after the pandemic. The fall from 61% of global 
survey respondents who stated they had used the internet to access health 
and fitness information in year four to 49% in year five in part reflects the 
fact that the supply of relevant content hasn’t caught up with the high 
demand accordingly. 
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Progress made on expanding internet inclusion, though 
laudable, has been uneven.

Despite all the gains seen over the past five years, a persistent digital divide 
stills exists based on income level. According to the latest data available 
for countries covered under the 3i, over 88% of households in low-income 
countries and nearly 70% of those in lower-middle-income countries 
don’t use the internet. By contrast, only 12% of households in high-income 
countries are unconnected. 

The nature of this tenacious digital divide, interestingly, has evolved over 
the past five years. When the 3i launched in 2017, insufficient network 
coverage in low-income and lower-middle-income countries was the main 
barrier in accessing the internet. However, these countries have made 
significant progress on narrowing the coverage gap over the past five 
years (see figure 2). Still, this network expansion has not translated into 
a proportionally equal increase in usage. Today, the digital divide mainly 
manifests in the form of a ‘usage gap’, marked by people unable, unwilling 
or uninterested in using the internet. 

A number of factors contribute to the persistence of the digital divide. 
A residual coverage gap is still a barrier. Around 15% of the population 
in low-income countries have no access to the internet. Infrastructure 
continues to hold back such economies, especially those with large rural 
populations. While the average score for the Infrastructure sub-category in 
low-income countries improved by ten points, from 22 in year one to 32 in 
year five, it remains far below the average score of 64 across the index. On 
the usage side, price is still a prohibitive factor in many low- and middle-
income countries. Connections that are of poor quality or too expensive—

Chapter 2:  
The persistence of digital 
divides demands action
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Figure 2: The coverage gap is closing

2G coverage 3G coverage 4G coverage

E1 E5 E1 E5 E1 E5

High income 99% 99% 97% 99% 88% 96%

Upper-middle income 96% 97% 84% 93% 47% 84%

Lower-middle income 95% 96% 65% 86% 13% 62%

Low income 83% 85% 37% 62% 5% 32%

Source: Economist Impact
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even where infrastructure is in place—can result in disengagement from 
the internet if it cannot be used to perform more than the most basic tasks. 
In addition to the affordability issue, literacy is also a key roadblock to 
increasing connectivity in some low-income and lower-middle-income 
countries, especially in rural areas and among women. Similarly, users in 
these countries are less likely to have the digital skills to maximise their 
internet experience. Finally, it appears that the existing online content is 
falling short in creating the need and the want for the offline population to 
get online.    

Entry-level internet users across the world will be locked 	
out of the internet’s most valuable benefits unless data 
affordability improves.

Although gains have been registered in the nominal affordability, new 
technologies and applications demand more data, and entry-level data 
packages do not provide users as much as they once did. When the 3i 
launched in 2017, 500MB of data was considered affordable if it cost no 
more than 2% of monthly GNI per head. By the fourth year of the index, 
amid the wide-scale transition to 4G and proliferation of data-intensive 
activities, we increased the standard from 500MB to 1GB, consistent with 
the measure used by the UN. On average, 1GB of prepaid mobile internet in 
2020 costs less than 500MB did six years ago. Yet a monthly quota of 1GB 
doesn’t stretch that far today, especially when considering some of today’s 
most beneficial internet activities such as remote working, online learning, 
and streaming audio and video (see figure 3).
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Figure 3: Widening divides in mobile internet quality
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The slow pace of 4G expansion in low- and middle-income 
countries risks deepening the economic divide

Many places are making progress on bringing faster, higher-quality 
connections to their people. Middle East and North African (MENA) and 
Asian countries have made good progress on improving mobile broadband 
speeds. There has also been notable progress from MENA and Latin 
America on improving fixed broadband speeds. Yet low- and middle-
income countries’ sprint toward greater coverage seen in early iterations 
of the index has slowed. Currently, these countries face a three-year lag in 
4G network expansion compared with the countries in the closest income 
group (see figure 4). With data-intensive internet activities increasingly 
integrated into work and education, as well as the social and political 
dimensions of our lives, poor quality internet will amplify economic 
inequalities more than ever. The failure to close the 4G coverage gap 
could generate a vicious circle: internet deprivation deepens the economic 
divide, which in turn further widens the digital divide.
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Figure 4: The expanding reach of 4G
4G network coverage by country income group (% of population covered)

Y1 Y2 Y3 Y4 Y5

High income 87.7 91.2 94.9 95.6 96.4

Upper-middle income 47.4 61.9 72.2 77.5 83.6

Lower-middle income 13 26.6 45.2 55.5 62.2

Low income 5.2 11.4 16.9 25.4 31.5

Source: Economist Impact
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The gender divide has narrowed globally but is more 
intractable where gaps are widest.

Meaningful connectivity for all will be impossible without significant 
action on reducing the gender gap. The gap has narrowed slightly—by 5 
percentage points since 2016 (Figure 5)—for the 115 index countries with 
available data, but it remains persistent in many countries, particularly in 
Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia.
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7	 The gap is calculated via the following formula: (male users as a % of population - female users as a % of population)/
(male users as a % of population); all negative scores have been normalized to 0. 
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Source: Economist Impact

Figure 5: Women remain behind7

Gender gap in internet access
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The gender divide in mobile phone access has barely narrowed.

The gender gap in mobile-phone access is especially troubling because 
mobile phones are the primary gateway to the internet in many countries 
around the world. For 112 index countries with available data, the 
gender gap in mobile-phone access shrunk by only 0.9 percentage points 
since 2016 and actually widened in Sub-Saharan Africa, led largely by 
deterioration in Liberia, Guinea and Mozambique. In the latter, weak 
literacy and digital-skills levels, low affordability, and an absence of 
relevant content are all barriers to women’s adoption of mobile internet. 
In South Asia too, the mobile access gap between the genders widened 
notably in Bangladesh, India and Myanmar, in parallel with the internet 
gender gap access.

On the other end of the spectrum, between 2015 and 2019 Pakistan 
narrowed its gap by 17 percentage points, while Venezuela expanded its 
gap in favour of women by 12 percentage points. Smartphone affordability 
also improved by 5% in Pakistan and 12% in Venezuela over the same time 
frame, indicating that making handsets less expensive may have played 
a role in helping women access them. These examples of progress merit 
further study to see what drove these gains and what lessons might be 
shared for other countries.
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Progress over the last five years has also been uneven across regions. In 
particular, MENA and South Asia show vastly different trajectories on 
closing the gender gap. The countries in MENA have made considerable 
headway, from 17 points in 2016 to 5 in 2019. But South Asia’s results have 
been more modest, falling to 46 in 2019 from 50 during the same period. 
This is due in part to backtracking in India and Bangladesh and only 
marginal improvement in Pakistan.

Examples of progress elsewhere abound too, however. Cameroon and 
Ghana saw dramatic jumps between 2016 and 2019, shrinking their gender 
gaps in internet access from 45 percentage points to 11 percentage points 
and from 56 percentage points to 24 percentage points, respectively. 
Among the middle-income countries, Latin America has the lowest gender 
gap and in countries such as Argentina, Brazil, Ecuador and Venezuela the 
gap is favour of women.
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Efforts to bridge the digital divide should double down  
on the usage gap.

The issue of the digital divide has been evolving over the years. What 
started as a coverage gap has morphed into a usage gap. Affordability 
is a main factor preventing billions of people, mainly in low-income 
countries, taking advantage of the internet services available to them. For 
a sizable portion of the population in every country, a meaningful internet 
connection is outside of their economic reach regardless of how extensively 
coverage has expanded. Lack of relevant content that meets specific needs 
also deters households from spending the little money they have available 
on accessing the internet. Echoing the need for locally relevant content, 
several interviewees for a USAID digital diagnostic exercise in Kenya 
noted that, “Kenyans—particularly people in rural areas, older people, and 
women—may not use the internet because there is little digital content 
available that they perceive to be relevant to their daily lives.”8 To close the 
digital gap, improving affordability and producing locally relevant content 
are as important as ensuring a connection point is available in every village 
and population centre.  

Public Wi-Fi can unlock connectivity in places where private 
access remains constrained.

Wi-Fi in public spaces is a promising pathway to connect more users, but 
partnerships between providers of public Wi-Fi and other organisations 
that can handle the backhaul to the global internet are necessary. 
Municipal Wi-Fi hotspots are not a new solution, having been tracked by 
3i throughout its five editions. However, they are still not available in some 
of the countries where they are needed the most. Of the 18 3i countries 
without government-provided free Wi-Fi in their largest cities, 12 are 
in low-income countries in Sub-Saharan Africa. While still a promising 
solution, Wi-Fi in public spaces should be one of a basket of solutions 
pursued and not a substitute for connecting users to the Internet by other 
means. The pandemic-related lockdowns, for example, made clear that 
people’s dependence on Wi-Fi networks in public spaces can be risky when 
they cannot physically access them.

Chapter 3:  
Solutions are in sight
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8	 Digital Ecosystem Country Assessment (DECA) report, USAID, 2020.
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Empower communities to meet their own unique  
connectivity needs.

Community networks are a viable option for building communications 
infrastructure in underserved areas that operators shy away from. These 
are built, owned and managed by local communities, with backhaul—the 
piece of the network that connects with the global internet—provided by 
an existing carrier, university or other entity. Community networks have 
grown like wildfire in the past five years in higher- and lower-income 
countries alike. Making sure these networks are financially viable and can 
support themselves is crucial to ensuring their long-term survival.

Despite the potential and momentum for community networks and 
similar solutions, unfortunately they are not permitted in many countries. 
Fast action should be taken to set in place the policy and regulatory 
environment that will attract and incentivise models like community 
networks that are often bringing connectivity to areas where traditional 
operators are not likely to invest.9 

Increase the internet’s relevance for everyone 

Getting a government-issued document takes at least one working day for 
a farmer living in a rural area, unless the procedure can be done via the 
internet. The time-saving aspect of e-governance systems alone would 
compel many unconnected people in low-income countries to get online. 
Content creators and governments should collaborate to increase the 
utility of applications and digital content to make them relevant to the 
basic needs of the population. In addition to cost and time-saving benefits 
for users, e-governance also improves the quality of public services in 
terms of cost, time, trust and public satisfaction. Furthermore, a growing 
body of research shows the impact of e-governance on economic growth 
and improving the overall business environment. For example, a recent 
IMF working paper has found that accessibility of information and services 
online even stimulates the inflow of foreign direct investment.10  
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Community networks have 
grown like wildfire in the 
past five years in higher- and 
lower-income countries alike. 
Making sure these networks 
are financially viable and 
can support themselves is 
crucial to ensuring their 
long-term survival.

Content creators and 
governments should 
collaborate to increase the 
utility of applications and 
digital content to make 
them relevant to the basic 
needs of the population.

9	 See A4AI Good Practices Database for several case studies of successful community-networks in Latin America.
10 Al-Sadiq, Ali J. (2021). The role of E-Government in promoting foreign direct investment inflows. IMF working paper.

The Inclusive Internet Index: Five-year lookback report

© Economist Impact 2022

https://a4ai.org/good-practices-database/


The convening power of multilateral institutions  
should be leveraged to spur countries to do more.

The world needs to come together to alleviate digital inequality. The UN 
and international financial institutions can play a proactive role in forging 
a set of interventions—agreed and monitored at regional and global 
levels—that would, among other things, channel public investments to 
meet access targets, increase competition, reassign spectrum to ensure 
low-cost coverage in underserved areas, and improve the relevance of the 
internet. Blended finance is one instrument that has been successful in 
mobilising private capital in building infrastructure projects, particularly 
in the energy sector. Blended finance intermediaries can play a vital role 
in bringing together public, philanthropic and private investors to address 
last-mile connectivity problems. Similarly, international development 
projects funded by donors such as USAID and DFID should scale up their 
efforts in reducing the digital divide. The development community has 
made significant progress on reaching the unconnected and promoting 
internet use by creating locally relevant content, such as e-commerce 
platforms for farmers and digital health applications. Indeed, this is a 
proven method for reducing the digital divide.    
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Blended finance 
intermediaries can play 
a vital role in bringing 
together public, philanthropic 
and private investors 
to address last-mile 
connectivity problems. 
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Combatting internet inequality demands farsighted and creative policy, 
implementation diligence, multi-stakeholder collaboration, and a mission 
to educate. The chief difference between 2017, when we launched the 3i, 
and today is that the stakes of failure loom much larger as the world’s 
digital “haves” race ahead at an accelerated pace. And as wealthier 
countries get ready to transition to 5G, citizens of lower-income countries 
that are still struggling to deploy 4G networks will be disadvantaged.

What will the world look like if we cannot bridge digital divides? Although 
many lower-income individuals in developed countries will be at a 
disadvantage, those in the world’s low-income and lower-middle-income 
countries will suffer most. Too many women will remain deprived of 
opportunities to advance. Too many children will fall behind the education 
levels achieved by others in their own societies and elsewhere in the world. 
Too many lower-income workers and would-be entrepreneurs will be 
unable to compete in a digital-first economy.

To be truly inclusive, the internet needs the voices and perspective of the 
billions of unconnected. As the internet becomes increasingly integrated 
into so many people’s lives, the un- and under-connected will be unable 
to participate in the economic, social, political and everyday commercial 
activities of the rest of their societies and world.

There are more obstacles to inclusion emerging. Prolongation of the 
pandemic is likely to prevent the quick recovery of falling GNI per head, 
neutralising efforts to build affordability. A number of experts interviewed 
for this report noted “political will” as a chief obstacle to universal 
connectivity in countries around the world, regardless of their income 
group. Bridging the digital divide around the world will require real 
commitments from all stakeholders—the private sector, governments, 
international organisations, regional financial institutions, bilateral donors, 
non-government organisations, civil society and academia, among others.

Now is the moment to catalyse the immense energy of stakeholders around 
the world committed to combating the digital divide before it becomes 
permanent and irrevocable. The stakes could not be higher.

Conclusion:  
Too much is at stake to 
delay a digital future for 
the unconnected
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Bridging the digital divide 
around the world will 
require real commitments 
from all stakeholders—the 
private sector, governments, 
international organisations, 
regional financial institutions, 
bilateral donors, non-
government organisations, 
civil society and academia, 
among others.
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While every effort has been taken to verify the accuracy of this 
information, Economist Impact cannot accept any responsibility 
or liability for reliance by any person on this report or any of the 
information, opinions or conclusions set out in this report.

21

The Inclusive Internet Index: Five-year lookback report

© Economist Impact 2022



about.facebook.com/meta

© Economist Impact 2022


