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Obama has pledged to make high-speed Internet service available to most  
Americans, raising access to 90% in the coming decade.

The divide is also a global phenomenon. Less than 10% of the world’s population 
uses the Internet (Guillén and Suárez 2005). According to data collected by the Cen-
tral Intelligence Agency (2012), China and the United States rank the highest with 
Internet users—each has more than 200 million users (refer to Figure 11.1). Devel-
oping non-Western countries such as those in Africa, South America, and South Asia 
have fewer than a million Internet users.

The Internet has been described as both empowering and discriminating, 
enabling residents in some countries to pursue a better life while others are left 
behind (Guillén and Suárez 2005). Cross-national research has linked the diffusion 
of Internet technology with developed service sector economies, an educated pop-
ulation, economic development, and significant research and development invest-
ment. Users in less-developed countries have basic access problems: economic (cost 
of basic necessities vs. cost of Internet access), technological (varying ability of local 
networks), and geographical (limited access outside urban areas) aspects (Vartanova 
2002). Mainly because of income differentials, the Internet is beyond the reach of 
global citizens. For example, in countries with low human development, the average 
annual income is about $1,200 (in U.S. dollars); the cost of owning a cheap person-
al computer would take more than half of that income, about $700 (Drori 2004; 
United Nations Development Programme 2001). On the other hand, pay-as-you-go 
plans have made cellular phones more affordable. Nearly 40% of all adults living in 
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Figure 11.1  Top 10 Internet users in 2009, by country
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