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this new economy. Approximately 90% of residents of 
low-income nations have never gone online (World 
Economic Forum 2015). Still, the number of Internet 
users in the world is increasing rapidly. In 2000, just  
250 million people (around 1%) could access the 
Internet, but by June 2014, 42.3% of the world’s  
population had used the Internet (Internet World 
Statistics 2016; Renick 2011). As Table 7.3 makes clear, 
this varies greatly by region of the world. Internet  
penetration refers to the percentage of Internet users in 
each country.

Researchers have laid out three tiers in the digital 
divide, based on the following: (1) personal computers per 
100 in the population, (2) Internet users per 100 in the 
population, and (3) Internet bandwidth per person. Using 
these standards, all developed countries, plus some addi-
tional countries in the Caribbean, Eastern Europe, and the 
Middle East, are Tier 1—the places with the most access. 
The second tier includes Brazil, Russia, China, and some 
smaller countries in South America. African nations 
account for the majority of members in the lowest tier, 
reflecting the disadvantage of the continent in terms of 
lack of computers, computer use, and bandwidth 
(“International Digital Divide” 2011). However, undersea 
fiber optic cables are being laid around Africa to provide 
faster and more reliable Internet access (“African Undersea 
Cables” 2013).

As Internet technology expands, it brings the world to 
remote villages, opening new horizons and options and 
changing lifestyles. Some poor countries are transi
tioning into the electronic age and making policies that 
facilitate rapid modernization. They are passing over 
developmental stages that rich Global North countries 
went through. As an illustration, consider the telephone. 
Most telephones in the world are cell phones, many using 
satellite connections. Some countries never did get wired 
for landlines and have skipped that step in development. 
With the satellite technology now in place, some com-
puter and Internet options are available to them without 
landlines (World Economic Forum 2015). Use of cell 
phones in poor countries has boomed, giving people 
access to health care and other services. By 2014, the 
number of mobile phones in the world was over 7 billion 
(enough for 96% of the world’s population), with 77% of 
growth from smartphones (Cisco 2014). Africa had the 
lowest number of subscribers, at 63% (Pramis 2013; 
Whitney 2012).

The growing use of cell phones has helped shrink the 
digital divide more than anything else. For example, 

In Laos, where many people live in grass houses such 
as this one (top), most families do not have access to 
electronic devices or the Internet. Their homes and their 
life chances stand in stark contrast to those of the children 
seen here working on computers—seen as necessary 
equipment.
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smartphones, and the Internet. In nearly every salaried 
and professional position, computer knowledge and the 
ability to navigate the Internet are critical employment 
skills. The digital divide refers to the gap between those 
with knowledge and access to information technology and 
those without it. The lines of the divide are drawn by the 
position of the country in the world, socioeconomic status 
of citizens, and urban-versus-rural residence (World 
Economic Forum 2015).

Many individuals in Global South countries have 
insufficient technology and education to participate in 




