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Background

1. On 7 December 2000 the ICCP’s Working Parties on the Information Economy (WPIE) and on
Telecommunication and Information Services Policies (TISP) jointly held a workshop at the OECD on:
“The Digital Divide:  Enhancing Access to ICTs”. The broad objectives of this workshop were to exchange
information and data on the nature and extent of the digital divide among and within OECD countries,
provide an overview of policies designed to reduce the digital divide, and to help provide inputs to some
aspects of the work of the G8 DOT Force. The North/South digital divide was not the main subject of this
workshop. About 120 delegates attended the workshop, including representatives from OECD Member
governments, industry, trade unions and academics. In addition to the analytical documents that the DSTI
Secretariat prepared as background, a large volume of very valuable information was presented by
speakers during the workshop that helped advance OECD work in this area. Material from the workshop
can be accessed through the OECD/DSTI public Internet site, which also contains related material and
links provided by OECD Member countries.1

2. The workshop addressed the following broad topics:

•  To what extent is there a "digital divide" measured across OECD countries and within OECD
countries?

•  How big is the divide, how rapidly is it changing, and in what directions?

•  To what extent are different social, cultural, business and geographical characteristics
important?

•  To what extent are rapidly diffusing new technologies reducing or changing the nature of the
digital divide?

•  What are the responses of governments, firms, workers and individuals to issues raised by the
divide?

•  How can we improve the common information base on the digital divide?

Key points from the workshop

Change and the digital divide

3. Change is taking place on a global level, and the pace of change is accelerating. Changes include
the rapid expansion of the Internet and the network economy, increasing business and individual use of
wireless communications, access devices and new ICTs, the convergence of technologies, services and
markets, globalisation of markets and trade, greater competition, mergers and acquisitions and their

                                                     
1. The URL for the workshop is: http://www.oecd.org/dsti/sti/it/infosoc/act/digital_divide/digital_divide.htm



impacts on the restructuring of industry and markets. These changes are transforming all areas of society,
work, business, and government.

4. However, we are left with conflicting scenarios for the global information society. Are we facing
a digital divide in which technology deepens and intensifies the socio-economic divisions among people,
businesses and nations? Or are we facing a myriad of digital opportunities where the means exist to
broaden participation in the network-based economy and to share its benefits? In order to move toward
greater and more equal digital opportunity, to what extent do we require new leadership, better policies,
improved infrastructure, greater trust and determined efforts to raise ICT-related skills and competencies
across the economy and society in general and in fundamental areas such as health care and education?

Measuring the digital divide

5. The digital divide takes various forms, and impacts different individuals, businesses, regions and
nations differently. Some divides are overlapping and have the same sets of causes, while some are quite
distinct. In general, there is an S shape diffusion curve according to which gaps widen significantly in the
early stage of new technology introduction, but with time, the gap tends to diminish. Caution and more
analysis are called for to identify the factors that are most important in giving rise to the divide, and in
separating those which are long lasting and may require more radical approaches from those which are
short-term and where current market mechanisms are sufficient.

6. There are gaps in the uptake of digital technologies among different social groups and firms,
depending on income levels, education, gender, and ethnic groups, and, for firms, depending on industry
structure, business size (large firms versus SMEs) and location. In some countries (Australia, Canada and
Italy) geographical divides were identified as a serious issue.  One outcome of the workshop was to
accentuate the large amount of statistical and analytical information circulating on this subject, and the
necessity of improving definitions and comparability.

7. Access and use of technologies are different. In some cases the gap in use is very significant and
attempts to improve access alone, e.g. through price mechanisms, are necessary but may not be sufficient.
The dimensions of both access and use need to be considered when identifying policy objectives and
devising policies.

Digital divide policies

8. The digital divide is not a technical problem independent of other considerations. It has some
aspects of much broader societal and economic issues. Accordingly, policy approaches to deal with this
problem call for technology-based solutions such as pricing of equipment and access costs, which are in
turn dependent on the level of competition in the telecommunications sector.  They also call for multi-
faceted social policy approaches involving improving access conditions, education, skill development and
training, and selected business policies, for example, for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs).

9. National priority areas for action are policy and regulatory initiatives to increase network
availability, increasing access for individuals in public institutions and schools, education and vocational
training, management information and training for SMEs, and government on-line initiatives.

10. Global mobilisation is underway, with initiatives in many for including the OECD, APEC, the
G-8 DOT Force, the Commonwealth, the Summit of the Americas, the UN system, the World Bank, and
GBDe (Digital Bridges Task Force) and WEF (Global Digital Divide Task Force). International priority
areas for action include fostering policy, regulatory and network readiness, improving connectivity,



increasing access and lowering cost, enhancing human capacity, and encouraging participation in global e-
commerce networks.

11. Policy responses to the digital divide were summarised by the Chair of the Workshop
(Mr. Richard Simpson, Canada) as in the following table:

Individual Business Societal/civic

Network readiness
(Access/connectivity)

Pricing Bandwidth strategies Public access
points

Skills, education Digital literacy Entrepreneurship E-government

Diffusion strategies
(Use)

School use
School networks
Teacher training

Sectoral/regional
deployment

Government
information/
services on line

12. The OECD is contributing to improved statistical documentation of the digital divide, and
building an inventory of policy responses and programmes to reduce the digital divide with the aim of
informing international strategies. Measurement and benchmarking are essential for international
comparisons, and for this the WPIIS plays an important role with its work on defining and measuring
e-commerce, and the establishment of a range of statistics and indicators of ICT supply and use.

Follow-up work

13. The workshop raised a number of areas of importance for follow-up.  These include:

1. TISP: Strengthening the work on pro-competitive network infrastructure liberalisation, study
of broadband access and alternative access technologies, and related policy issues, and re-
examining concepts of universal service.

2. WPIE: Analysis of new developments and identifying the changing nature of the digital
divide. Analysis of digital skills and employment issues. Identification of the reasons for the
persistence of some divides among the “have-nots”. Assessment of the impacts of industrial
structure, size, and region on business digital divides, and improving understanding of
business motivations, incentives and barriers to ICT uptake. Assessment of policy approaches
for reducing digital divide.

3. WPIIS: New measurement tools for the digital divide.

4. Regional issues: The digital divide in rural and remote areas.

Presentation highlights

14. All presentations are publicly available in full and can be accessed through the OECD/DSTI
public Internet site.  The following summaries draw out some presentation highlights.



Lee Price, Department of Commerce, United States
Lessons on Internet access and use statistics, from “Falling Through the Net IV: Toward Digital
Inclusion,” http://www.esa.doc.gov

15. Household and individual data yield different perspectives on access and use – some people use
the Internet only outside the home, and household data can be misleading for sub-groups.  There is a
difference between Internet access and Internet use – only three out of four people who have access in the
home use this access.  Half of US homes had computers as of December 2000, and half are expected to
have Internet access in 2001.

16. Internet access is strongly correlated with income and with the education of the household head,
but income and education have independent effects.  Internet use is also correlated by age and labour force
status.  Internet use by gender was roughly even in 2000, but when broken down by age more women aged
20-50 use the Internet, and more men over age 50.

17. When measuring the digital divide, point change versus percent change yield differing results –
point gains are highest for ages 20 to 60, but percentage gain is higher among the young (under 15) and old
(over 50), and point changes are larger at higher incomes while percentage gains are higher at lower
incomes.  US data is limited by what is measured (participation not intensity of use), proxy data and the
difficulty of sorting through the results from poorly worded questions.

Jos de Haan, Social and Cultural Planning Office of the Netherlands
Digitalisation of daily life; an inquiry into information and communication technology and social
inequality

18. PC ownership is spreading, and there have also been innovations in the fields of media, electronic
payments and telephony in the Netherlands.  However, not all population groups are benefiting equally
from these new developments; the spread of ICT innovations is proceeding more rapidly in some sections
of the population than others.  The principal groups that are falling behind are people in low-income
households (who on average lag furthest behind), (single) women, over 65s, people with a lower
(secondary) education level, and the unemployed.

19. The most important obstacle to the spread of ICTs appears to be price, but other factors such as
user-friendliness, amount of leisure time, skills and experience also play a role.

20. The age gap is expected to widen in the future, but the gender, education and income gaps are
expected to remain stable.  Although there are significant differences between different sections of the
population at present, it would be going too far to speak of a divide. Careful consideration needs to be
given to the extent to which government intervention is desirable.



Phil Malone, National Office for the Information Economy, Australia
Assessing the digital divide in Australia, http://www.noie.gov.au

21. 41% of the population has Internet access (September 2000) and 60% of small business are on
line (February 2000).  There are 119 secure servers per million people, and Australia ranked 5th in world
for low cost of Internet access.  However, access is considerably higher than utilisation.  Some problems
addressed by Australian government are location/access, training, affordability, and awareness.  Target
groups are regional/remote areas, youth, indigenous, women, older people, and the disadvantaged.
Interventions used include community access centres, hardware and systems development, skill
development, awareness and promotion, and community development.

22. There are a number of barriers for business including a lack of dedicated resources and initial set-
up costs.  E-commerce is expected to have a number of impacts on regional Australia, but regions may
respond differently.  Leading/lagging in e-commerce adoption is not a prime determinant of ability to
benefit, and neither is metropolitan/non-metropolitan.

23. One must take care in interpreting predictions because e-commerce is in its infancy.
E-commerce means industry re-structuring, and there is a need to facilitate the transition.  Next steps are
building the business case, benchmarking data on the digital divide, government policy response
(innovation action plan, skills shortage), and regional response (industry restructuring).

Mauro Fazio, Ministry of Communications, Italy
Measuring the digital divide

24. This presentation focused on ways of measuring the digital divide using indicators derived from
existing statistics.  The digital divide can be measured in terms of the diffusion of information and
communication infrastructures and the usage of information and communication infrastructures.  Digital
concentration indicators can be developed with a range from 0 (absence of divide) to 100 (maximum
divide).  These have been developed for variables such as telecommunications density, computer density,
etc., with a pivot variable GNP per capita.

25. In Italy the digital divide is most notable for Internet subscriptions per 100 households, followed
by mobile telephones, PCs and fixed telephone lines.  Region and urbanisation level are important
discriminating variables. SMEs are far less likely to be online than larger enterprises, and there is a
considerable North/South regional divide in Italy.

Sam Paltridge, OECD Secretariat
Internet development and pricing

26. Internet access pricing in OECD countries has been coming down since 1995 for both peak and
off-peak hours.  Users may be charged a PSTN fixed charge, a PSTN usage charge and an ISP charge, but
the amounts of these relative charges varies within OECD countries.  Average usage in markets with
unmetered tariffs is two to four times higher than those with metered tariffs.  At the beginning of 2000 five
OECD countries had unmetered access, at the close of 2000 there were 12.  Changes in pricing structure
impact on usage.  A local Point of Presence (POP) may make a significant difference in pricing.

27. The number of Internet subscribers in a country is inversely related to the average price of
Internet access, as is the number of Internet hosts.  The number of Internet hosts correlates with average
online time per month multiplied by the Internet subscriber penetration rate.  The number of Secure
Servers correlates with average online time multiplied by the Internet subscriber penetration rate.



Simon Hampton, AOL
Internet pricing and access

28. Per minute pricing hinders PC users from being online, affordable flat rate pricing is key. AOL
experienced that after changing to flat rate charging, Internet use immediately and significantly increased.
New access devices and mobile phones provide alternative routes to the Internet, and access pricing will be
an important determinant of the extent and nature of use.

29. Broadband use is growing, but is still far behind use of narrowband.  It is important to ensure that
ISPs have incentives to avoid congestion.  Capacity-based interconnection pricing is also important.  This
allocates risk efficiently and addresses congestion concerns.

Juha Nurmela, Statistics Finland
Mobile phones and computers as part of everyday life in Finland

30. Finland is leading Europe with a mobile penetration rate nearing 70% (January 2000).  When
measuring Internet and PC at home, Finland is above the EU average in both.  Competencies and Internet
skills are growing among both men and women.  Large families are the most likely to possess at least one
computer, CR-ROM drive or Internet connection.  The percentage of pupils who have used computers for
word processing, e-mail and Web pages at school is also increasing.  In 1999, telephone communication
capabilities were good, whereas network communication capabilities were still fairly weak.

31. Three key factors for social communication are compatible access, competence and motivation.
With no access there can be no participation, with no competence the message cannot be interpreted, and
with no motivation there is no desire to participate in the community.  These three factors can be applied to
describe fixed line telephone communication, network communication etc.

32. For example, in the area of network communications the Index of Access depends on the number
of ISDN and modem connections, shared use of laptop computers and mobile phones, and e-mail and
Internet capabilities available at work or place of study.  The Index of Competence depends on dexterity,
English language skills, technical skills and competence in handling communication software.  The Index
of Motivation depends on number of friends and acquaintances (participation), immediate environment
(activity) and interest in the society (organisation).  Composite indicators can then be built which show that
Telephone communication capabilities were good, whereas network communication capabilities were still
fairly weak.

Peter Andersson, University of Linköping, Sweden
Results from a survey of Internet and mail use in a random sample of Swedish households, Spring 2000

33. It is important to distinguish between access to and use of Internet.  63% of the population has
access to the Internet, and there is more access at home (51%) than at work (47%).  Access and use both
decrease with age and increase with education, but while access is fairly equal between men and woman,
use is higher among men.  It is interesting to compare the average number of letters and e-mails received
per day at home.

34. There are two views on the digital divide, the technological view and the social view.  The
technological view is that a digital divide appears when there are large differences in access to or use of the
Internet, and thus it is necessary to increase access by different types of policies and promote use of
computers in school and education of older people.



35. The social view is that a digital divide appears when social groups emerge with different use of
Internet services.  These result in difficulties to obtain many services including basic social services, and
thus it is necessary to increase access and ensure the availability of complementary basic services
regardless of access to Internet: there is “an extended universal service obligation”.

Gilles Brégant, Ministère de l’Economie, des Finances et de l’Industrie, France
Elements from the French approach

36. ICTs pervade welfare-critical domains such as education, health, culture and trade.  There are a
set of complex issues: the gap between households, ages and education, gap between regions and
companies, and the gap between countries.

37. In France there is a widespread culture of online services (Minitel), but late and still moderate PC
equipment (31% of households equipped in 2000).  There is booming use of Internet and GSM (between
5.8M and 10.1M Internet users in June 2000 and 26M GSM subscribers in September 2000).  There is a
sustained interest for nation-wide solutions.  In France the divide is tackled as a key issue.  There are a
number of measures to support households and regions, to oversee regulation, regarding education, and
regarding culture and developing countries.

38. There are multiple tiers of actors to bridge the digital divide: international organisations, central
government, local authorities, companies, associations and organisations.  The next steps are better metrics
to estimate the divide, evaluation of impact of existing measures, implementing the eEurope action plan,
and the G8 DOT Force to address the global divide.

Kelly Levy, NTIA, Department of Commerce, US
From digital divide to digital opportunity – policy issues

39. The US vision is using information technology tools to enhance the standard of living.  The goal
is toward greater digital inclusion for all citizens.  The US policy approach is to broaden access, provide
skilled teachers and training, and to promote relevant content and applications.  US policies provide
targeted support, and there is also a strong role played by the private sector.  Public awareness is key.
Competition is a crucial tool to generate lower prices, spur innovation, and provide consumer choice across
all socio-economic groups.

40. There are many benefits of online access including lower prices and greater productivity,
enhanced educational resources, job and health care information, easy access to government services, vital
research tools, and online communities.

Prof. Haluk Geray, METU, Ankara Turkey
Digital divide in Turkey

41. Ownership of ICTs has been increasing from 1997 to 2000, with the fastest increase being in
Cellular/GSM -- 10.1% in 1997 to 50.2% penetration in 2000.  Personal computer ownership has increased
from 6.5% to 12.3% and Internet from 1.2% to 6.9%.  Many regions have seen improved access to both
computers and Internet.

42. However, the largest fraction of Turkey’s population lies in low income groups when compared
with other countries and there is a skewed income distribution pattern within Turkey.  The low-income
group has little access to either computers or Internet.  Advanced services such as automatic wake-up, call



forwarding, banking services and audiotext services are used mostly by upper income groups, and more
men are aware of these services than women.

43. Telecommunication/communication policies cannot by themselves solve the problem of the
digital divide, and social policies should be developed to raise income levels.  The motives behind change
would provide an interesting academic research issue, and this should be encouraged.

44. The IMF and the World Bank have the power to influence decisions taken in many developing
countries.  Existing global ICT regimes should be reconsidered specifically for developing countries, and
pilot projects should be designed with developing country input.  Turkey welcomed decisions from the
Okinawa summit.

Monika Itri-Arvidsson, LO (Swedish Trade Union Confederation)
Computers and union members

45. The use of Internet at home is also lower by both LO men and women than for SACO and TCO.
LO members lack knowledge of, as well as access to computers in far greater numbers than do white-collar
workers and other groups.

46. There are both social and economic reasons for closing the digital gap – the digital divide could
lead to a democratic deficit and exclusion means less potential growth.

47. Measures include: increasing skills, keeping down telecommunication and computer prices,
public and private sector partnership for ITC-capacity building, and broadband for everyone.

Stéphane Ducable, Global Business Dialogue on electronic commerce (GBDe)
Digital Bridges Task Force

48. The GBDe is a gathering of businesses from around 80 countries.  Business members are all part
of the value chain of e-commerce in some way, and the mission is to engage a dialogue with public and
private stakeholders to ensure that e-commerce can reach its full potential. The GBDe has a collective
optimistic approach to the digital divide, but realises that there is still a lot of work to be done.  The
primary work of the GBDe is on digital divide and policy awareness.  The challenge is to build on the
promise of digital technologies and to foster an environment for investment and economic opportunity
within countries that are not yet participants in the digital economy.

49. The term “digital divide” can have several meanings – it can refer to the risk that the rapid
introduction of digital technologies will increase the economic and other disparities between industrialised
and lesser developed countries, and it also can refer to the widening gap between countries.

50. In parallel to the G-8 DOT Force and in co-operation with the World Economic Forum, the
Digital Bridges Working Group (created in 2000) aims to reach out to emerging economies, focusing on
the role which businesses can play.  Objectives are: pursuing targeted advocacy goals, responding to
regulatory initiatives, serving as a clearinghouse of GBDe projects which bridge the digital divide, and
developing further recommendations on policy issues related to the digital divide.



Bev Mahony, Industry Canada
The “other” digital divide

51. Canada has one of the highest rates of Internet connectedness in the world.  Overall Internet
connectivity is good, but it is still early days for e-commerce.  The government has an important and active
role to play in fostering Internet use.  It is important to be online for business, government, trade and
education.  The Internet is transforming all areas of life and levels the playing field in opening global
markets.  The concept of digital divide is also evolving, and now includes “other” kinds of divides such as
location gaps, speed gaps, and timing gaps.

52. SMEs play a major role in the economy, 78.4% of businesses in Canada have fewer than five
employees and almost 99% have fewer than 500.  There is excellent growth in SME Internet use, even
among the smallest firms (fewer than five employees) Internet penetration has reached 55%.  22% of
Canadian businesses have their own Web sites, 14% are buying online, and 10% are selling online.
E-commerce radically changes the traditional supply chain, and SMEs need to keep pace to survive.

53. Limited bandwidth capabilities mean lost opportunities, so Canada has established a national
broadband taskforce to bring high-speed broadband Internet to every community by 2004.

54. Issues and challenges ahead include the acceleration of adoption and use among SMEs, new
business models, and high-speed broadband access.

Dominic Flitcroft, Department for Education and Employment, UK
Digital divide, a UK perspective

55. In Britain, 20.4 million adults (45%) have accessed the Internet, and 6.5 million households could
access the Internet from a home computer in early 2000.  62% of businesses have access to the Internet and
92% of companies have access to a computer.  The telecommunications sector is a vibrant and competitive
market.  Additionally, competition is not just national – there are changes in ownership, a large number of
multinationals, and EU involvement in competition policy such as the impact of third generation mobile
licences.

56. To combat the digital divide, the UK is building online centres, piloting PC ownership
programmes, and has a PM initiative for universal access to ICT and Internet by 2005 with a budget of
GBP 10 million.  There is also industry involvement, and key issues are support, advice, jobs and
community links.  There are a number of public-private partnerships to assist with ICT development.  The
private sector should be involved to test out innovative products, develop new markets, and make a
tangible and lasting contribution to deprived communities to help them overcome social exclusion barriers.

57. The key challenge is to identify Internet-based learning and informational resources that will
offer new opportunities to all people in disadvantaged communities.  The impact of the games and
entertainment markets is also important, and should be considered with regard to added value and as a way
of increasing access and use of e-government initiatives.



Mark Bohannon, US Software and Information Industry Association (SIIA)
Building the Net: Trends Report 2000 – trends shaping the digital economy, http://www.trendsreport.net

58. The digital economy has fundamentally changed new and traditional businesses. The Net has
fundamentally and irreversibly altered the relationship between industry and government, and this forces
them to work more closely – the engagement of industry at every level of policy making is crucial.  The
dynamic challenge of policy reflects both a time dimension, and a question of appropriate roles.  The
digital economy is global, the benefits can be too -- an interconnected world calls for interconnected policy
making.  How policy makers respond to these changes and the challenges presented will largely determine
the success or failure of the digital economy.

59. The Trends Report 2000 examines the horizon facing companies working to close the digital
divide, utilises real experience of member and non-member companies to provide a micro perspective, asks
what the key influences for the next 18 months will be, and articulates a dynamic framework for assessing
issues facing the digital economy.  Six trends in the digital future will shape and affect every business in
the next 18 months: the business of policy, customer empowerment, software as a service, digitisation of
business, education anytime anywhere, and the value of information.  The Industry perspective is that
regulation should be minimal, transparent and promote fairness, the legal framework must be technology
neutral and market-driven, and consider other jurisdictions.

60. Next steps are ongoing analysis of the six trends, and close monitoring of worldwide policy
developments.

John Evans, General Secretary, Trade Union Advisory Committee to the OECD (TUAC)
Workers in the new economy – what will be the role of unions in the new global economy?

61. The rapid technological changes affecting economies and societies around the globe have not
begun to remove the old economy’s social problems.  The changes underway are being superimposed on a
very unequal world – globalisation has increased inequality in the world’s economy.  Increased global
access to mobile phones or computing will not be translated into development unless people in poorer
countries have access to clean drinking water and basic education.  Meeting these new challenges calls for
an effective public policy approach and updated regulatory mechanisms.

62. In the knowledge-based economy, competitive advantage will lie with those countries that have
strong social cohesion built on investment in education and training as well as solid industrial relations that
give workers an effective voice and the tools to influence change.  It is important to widen access to
education and create a general entitlement to lifelong learning.  The provision of computers and low-cost
Internet access is one way of avoiding a digital divide.

63. Unions are institutions that counterbalance the centrifugal forces created by globalisation and
technological change.  They can play a crucial role both in redressing imbalances of power in the process
of change and in ensuring that productivity increases are used to raise living standards in an equitable way.
Unions are participating as negotiators and campaigners for lifelong learning, but are also taking a role as
providers.  In 1999 the membership of affiliates to the OECD’s Trade Union Advisory Committee in North
America and the United Kingdom went up for the first time in two decades.  Unions are part of the solution
to re-linking growth and social progress.



Bertrand de La Chapelle, French Ministry of Foreign Affairs, on the G8 DOT Force Initiative
Transition to the Information Society: How stakeholders can move the process forward

64. The purpose of the G8 DOT Force initiative is to formalise some elements all stakeholders could
use as an enriched framework for future discussions and actions.  There are three objectives (enabling
frameworks, wealth creation and participation) and four fields of action (regulatory environment,
infrastructure and access, human capital and applications and services), these can be formed into a 4 x 3
matrix and looked at from a structural/top-down approach or a grassroots/bottom-up approach.

65. There is an important question of what the divide looks like – is catching up possible?  There is a
shared vision of transition to an information society that concerns all countries, and is an interaction
between technical, political, economical and societal levels.  This requires the involvement of public,
private and third sector stakeholders.  It is important to agree on common objectives, and to focus on
common interests.  There are multiple fora, task forces and programmes that can be leveraged to address
the same issues from different perspectives and to meet the same challenges.  We have potentially shared
tools, the beginning of a process extending in time, integration of stakeholder interests, and the capacity to
enhance dialogue.

66. The next steps are to work on how to improve this framework, how to use it, and to work on
articulation between the various fora.


