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Monitoring the DIGITAL DIVIDE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The context 
 
The role of Information and Communications Technologies (ICTs) in development has 
generated enormous interest in the Digital Divide, which now occupies a prominent place in 
the agendas of national and international organizations.  This elevated level of activity has 
come with the realization of the importance of adequate measurement.  There is a need for 
an instrument to quantify the Digital Divide and monitor comparative performances across 
countries and over time, in conformity with section 6.5.5 of the ITU draft Strategic Plan and 
the work program of the ITU Development Sector approved at the WTDC in Istanbul last 
March “to collect, analyse and make available information, data and statistics on ICTs to 
assist Member States and Sector Members in making informed policy and development 
decisions”. 
 
The objective 
 
This Orbicom1-CIDA project aims to make a contribution by developing a framework and a 
methodological approach whose empirical application will make it possible to quantify the 
Digital Divide and: 
 

• compare across countries at a given point in time 
• compare within countries over time.  

 
The project is guided by the following terms of reference: 
 

• Place emphasis on developing countries; 
• Rely on an approach that yields policy-relevant results; 
• Be broader in scope than pure connectivity measures. 

 
Monitoring the Digital Divide Phase I: The New Approach 
 
Rather than relying on ad-hoc indicators, a framework is developed based on strong 
theoretical underpinnings.  It arrives at the degree of a country’s "ICT-ization", or infostate, 
as the combination of infodensity and info-use.  Infodensity refers to the ICT capital and 
labour stocks and their role in the productive capacity of the economy.  It includes ICT 
networks, machinery and equipment, as well as ICT skills, indispensable for the functioning 
of information, knowledge-oriented societies. Info-use refers to the uptake of various ICTs by 
households, businesses and governments and the intensity of their actual use. Then the 
Digital Divide is defined as the difference between countries’ infostates.  Since 
infostates are dynamic, unbounded and ever evolving, the relative nature of the Digital Divide 
is explicitly recognized.  Any progress made by developing countries can be measured and, 
at the same time, it can be compared against the progress made by developed countries.   
 
 

                                                 
1 Since its inception in 1994, the Orbicom Network's unique contribution lies in its determination to bring 
academics, industry professionals, and the public sector actors in communications together to participate in 
shared research and action projects. Orbicom unites 27 Chairs in Communications throughout the world and 
brings together over 250 members in 62 countries with representation from communications research, ICT for 
development, journalism, multi-media, public relations, communications law, and more. 
 

Creating digital opportunities is not something that happens after addressing the ‘core’ 
development challenges; it is a key component of addressing those challenges in the 21st 

century. (G8, Creating Opportunities for All: Meeting the Challenge, 2001). 
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An empirical application 
 
The model that results from the framework was then tested with a sample of nine countries 
for the 1995-2000 period.  Existing data from known sources were collected and indicators 
were compiled for each thematic component. The intent of this pilot application is to 
demonstrate the analytical insights that the model can offer, the questions it can answer, as 
well as to assess the plausibility of the results that it yields.  They prove revealing: 
 
How big is the Digital Divide? 
 
The magnitude of the gap between developed and developing countries is enormous.  
Developed countries (Canada and Finland in our sample) are in a league of their own.  
However, interesting sub-clusters are formed among the less-developed countries, indicative 
of different stages of development.   

 
How is the Digital Divide evolving? 
Infodensity and info-use are rising in all countries, mostly due to ICT networks and uptake 
associated with the newer technologies - the Internet and mobile phones.  Growth is 
generally higher for those at the low end, but differs across countries and specific 
technologies.  
The model permits intra-country analyses and cross-country comparisons at various levels of 
detail.  Relative strengths, weaknesses and progress can be identified for ICT networks, 
skills, uptake and intensity, as well as the level of individual indicators. The two examples 
below illustrate intra and cross-country comparison in different settings. 

(a) Canada
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Monitoring the Digital Divide Phase II: A Performance Monitoring Tool 
 
With increased interest and participation, the model can be improved and the scope of the 
project expanded.  It can seamlessly incorporate analyses of internal country divides, as well 
as linkages to outside intelligence that can turn it into a performance-monitoring tool.   
 
The pilot project (Phase I) has developed a conceptual framework, a methodology and a 
model to measure the digital divide. What has been achieved by the pilot is unique, 
substantively good and promising.  We need to solidify the gains and at the same time 
broaden the approach.  Thus, the following are envisioned: 
 
Pillar 1 - Measuring the Digital Divide: The project will continue with the measurement of 
the digital divide across 50 developed and developing countries.  The emphasis, though, will 
not be on a single output of an all-encompassing index, but on the improved coverage of the 
main components contained there, namely; infodensity, with its capital infrastructure and 
skills, and; info-use, with its uptake and intensity of use indicators.  Detailed cross-country 
comparisons and analyses will be performed at these levels and will be extended to the level 
of individual indicators. To the extent that pragmatic data availability constraints permit, the 
project will aim to include sectoral components – households, business and governments. 
This pillar will be complemented with linkages between each of the above components no 
the one hand and outcomes and impacts (both economic and societal) on the other. 
 
Pillar 2 - Country Surveys: In Phase II, the project will expand to a new and thorough 
exercise for a select list of countries.  Detailed country surveys will be carried out that will 
examine statistically, analytically and policy-wise the situation of these countries with respect 
to the digital and knowledge divides, including analyses of divides internal to each country. In 
essence, these surveys will constitute a comprehensive fact-finding exercise at a detailed 
level and will permit the mapping not only of what exists but also of what is missing – in a 
matrix approach, which will provide valuable information concerning the future direction of 
research. These studies can be linked intuitively to the cross-country analyses of Pillar 1, 
complementing and enriching its analytical insights and permitting a comparative synthesis in 
the end.  
 
Pillar 3 - Thematic Studies: This pillar will comprise two stand-alone thematic studies, not 
based on individual countries (although country examples are sure to be used). Each of 
these studies will represent an attempt to advance the current state of knowledge and push 
the horizons of our understanding outward.  
 

(b) China
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The first will be a ‘primer’ on knowledge, with emphasis on knowledge divides, covering 
both conceptual issues and issues of measurement.  It will be used as a tool to trigger high-
level brainstorming on this uncharted territory that is widely perceived as the critical issue 
confronting our societies in the future - albeit at a rather instinctive level for the time being. 
The focus of the second study will be the examination of the relationship between the 
digital divide and issues of competitiveness.  
 
Project Partners for Phase II. 
 
Confirmed partners of Orbicom and CIDA in the Digital Divide Monitoring project (in cash or 
in kind):  
 
UNESCO Sector for Communication and Information, 
UNESCO Institute for statistics, 
ITU-BDT 
MIMOS ( Malaysia) 
Digital Divide of Asia Pacific (Orbicom/APDIP-UNDP/IDRC) 
National Research Council of Canada 
Statistics Canada 
 
To be confirmed: 
 
InfoDev Program of the World Bank 
World Bank Institute - WBI 
Eurostat 
MPHPT-Soumusho (Japan) 
 
 
 
 
 
N.B. Its is expected that the project's reports (Phase II) will be the topics of several 
international roundtables of experts at different venues, including the InfoDev 
symposium in China in December 2002, and the World Summit on Information Society 
(WSIS), December 2003 in Geneva. 
 
 
The full report of Phase I is available by Orbicom at: www.orbicom.uqam.ca 
 

_________ 
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