
 

 

0 

 

 

 

 

 

Web-Enabled Social Cohesion:  

Harnessing Participation 

OECD Development Centre, Paris 

 

Angela Costrini Hariche, Estelle Loiseau and Ronan Mac Erlaine 

 

Abstract 

 

The third largest country in the world is…..Facebook
i
. With parts of the world experiencing recession and other 

parts experiencing tremendous growth, there is an opportunity presenting itself to look closely into how these 

new social networks and their vast populations are making a difference in people’s lives by enabling social 

cohesion. While there has been significant success in some areas such as access to telecommunication 

networks, the digital divide is ever widening and inequalities remain. Now, the divide can be seen in 

participation on the internet. Web 2.0 technologies such as Facebook, Twitter, blogs and wikis have exploded 

over the last ten years. With the shift of global wealth to the East and to the South, web demographics are 

changing too. 

 

This paper describes how the Internet is transforming the way we communicate and how this is related to 

different aspects of social cohesion particularly focussing on the role of social networking services and the 

platforms they reside on. Moreover, this paper outlines the effects of global shifts in use and access to social 

networks, the subsequent opportunities created, as well as the consequent challenges faced by policymakers 

and citizens alike. 
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Introduction 

The last decade has seen a transformation in the way information is created and shared. One of the most 

striking developments is the explosion of social networking sites: over 200 such sites are active worldwide, 

oriented to various languages and countries. A social network might take the form of a chat room or a 

discussion forum or an e-shopping site with embedded functions for rating, recommending and commenting 

on specific products. The power of a social network grows with the number and nature of relationships and 

interactions, as individual members share information, ideas and influence. It not only fosters peer-to-peer 

relationships among people, but also between an individual and a product or brand (as when a Facebook user 

“likes” a particular novel, movie or handbag designer), or even between several complementary products (as 

when Amazon recommends several books based on a user’s previous purchases). Social networking services 

use computer software to build and verify online communities of people who share interests and activities, or 

who are interested in exploring the interests and activities of others
1
. 

 

Equality of access allows these new technologies and tools greater pertinence to the relevant society, group or 

community and can thereby fuel social cohesion. A cohesive society works towards the well-being of all its 

members, minimising disparities and avoiding marginalisation. It entails three major dimensions:  

i) fostering cohesion by building networks of relationships, trust and identity between different groups 

in society;  

ii) fighting discrimination, exclusion and excessive inequalities; and  

iii) enabling upward social mobility. 

 

By promoting social interaction, a cohesive society positively affects its citizens’ well-being as “people with 

more social connections report higher life-evaluations, as many of the most pleasurable personal activities 

involve socialising. The benefits of social connections extend to people’s health and to the probability of finding 

a job, as well as to several characteristics of the neighbourhood where people live (e.g. the prevalence of crime 

and the performance of local schools)”
2
. 

 

This paper will address the communications shift that the world has experienced in the past ten years, how 

social networks came about, the challenges being faced in supporting open information and finally some 

opportunities that wide participation on the internet can harness in support of social cohesion. 

 

                                                 
1
              UN (2010), Creative Economy: A Feasible Development Option, p.76, available at: 

http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/ditctab20103_en.pdf 
2   Stiglitz et al., (2009), Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, p. 51, 

available at: http://www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/documents/rapport_anglais.pdf  

http://www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/documents/rapport_anglais.pdf
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I. Web demographics are changing: shifts and contexts 

Shifting Wealth and the Internet 

 

Today, there are many ways that people are able to connect, including using Web 2.0.  Web 2.0 is defined as an 

Internet-based “philosophy of mutually maximizing collective intelligence and added values for each participant 

by formalised and dynamic information sharing and creation”.
3
 “The success of Internet platforms where 

communities create information through interaction provides evidence that well-consolidated roles of 

producers and users of information is radically changing"
4
. Concepts like “collective intelligence” and “crowd-

sourcing” are at the core of Web 2.0 applications like Facebook, Wikipedia and Twitter. By the year 2040 

developing countries will comprise 85% of the world’s population
5
 and Web 2.0 could be a vehicle to harness 

that collective knowledge towards development ends. The rise of China, India and Brazil and continual 

innovations in the field will lead to further growth in social networks using Web 2.0. However, the digital 

divide, or inequalities in access, is ever widening. Even with affordable innovations like mobile technologies, 

equality cannot be assured. Knowledge sharing initiatives like Kiva.org, witness.org, eHealth, eEducation and 

Ushahidi can provide cost-effective ways to improve the lives of the world’s citizens if challenges including low 

literacy rates, lack of infrastructure and low participation of women are addressed. 

Accelerated online networks and large emerging middle classes are creating shifts in the global economy and in 

communications. The Perspectives on Global Development 2010 reported that OECD non-member countries 

have markedly increased their share of global output since the 2000s, and projections predict that this trend 

will continue (Figure 1).  

                                                 
3
              Wijaya, S., Spruit, M. R., and Scheper, W. J. (2008), Webstrategy Formulation: Benefiting from Web 2.0, Concepts to Deliver 

Business Values, Institute of Information and Computing Sciences, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The Netherlands, available at: 
http://www.open-knowledge-society.org/sample.pdf 
4  Trewin, D and Hall, J. (2010), Developing Societal Progress Indicators: A practical Guide, Statistics Directorate, Working Paper 

No. 35, STD/DOC(2010)6, p. 36, available at: 
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/DOC(2010)6&docLanguage=En 
5  INSEAD Knowledge, Sustainability: a business opportunity. Available at: 

http://knowledge.insead.edu/ILSInnovationPhilips080505.cfm?vid=42 

http://www.open-knowledge-society.org/sample.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/officialdocuments/publicdisplaydocumentpdf/?cote=STD/DOC(2010)6&docLanguage=En
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Source: Figure based on data taken from Table 1, p. 16 in “The Emerging Middle Class in 

Developing Countries”, by Homi Kharas, OECD Development Centre Working Paper (No. 285), 

available at: http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/12/52/44457738.pdf 

Asian internet usage has climbed 621.8% over the past 10 years. China is now world leader in internet usage 

with over 420 million users accounting for 21.4% of total world users, an increase of 1,766.7% since 2000. India 

is in third place having increased its number of internet users by 1,520% since 2000 (totalling 81 million users, 

4.1% of world users).
6 This increased connectivity is coupled with a production boom in the ICT-related 

software and hardware industries in both countries. China’s software industry is growing by 29.1% year on 

year. As well as fuelling the domestic economy, software exports’ growth of 22.7% per annum signals a future 

dominant world position.
7
 Worldwide ICT manufacturing has shifted to lower-cost locations and Asian 

economies. The share of these manufacturing sectors has increased more rapidly than other business sectors, 

particularly in Chinese Taipei, driving China as a major exporter of ICT goods.
8
 As people are increasingly leaving 

situations of poverty and are becoming able to contribute to the world’s knowledge, relevant education and 

skills are required to empower those experiencing newly found access. 

 

In 1990, 93% of the world's poor people lived in poor countries - meaning low-income countries (LICs). 

Three-quarters of the world’s approximately 1.3 billion poor people now live in middle-income 

countries (MICs) and only about a quarter of the world’s poor live in the remaining 39 low-income 

countries, largely in sub-Saharan Africa. This is then a startling change over two decades and it implies 

there is a new ‘bottom billion’ who do not live in fragile and conflict-affected states but largely in 

stable, middle-income countries.’ (Sumner, 2010)
9
  

                                                 
6
  Internet World Stats January 2011 (http://www.internetworldstats.com) 

7
  China Daily/Xinhua (27 July 2010). Available at: http://www.chinadaily.com.cn/business/2010-07/27/content_11053815.htm 

8  OECD Information Technology Outlook 2010 
9  Sumner, A. (2010), Global Poverty and the New Bottom Billion: What if Three-Quarters of the World’s Poor Live in Middle-
Income Countries?, Working Paper for comment and debate, Institute of Development Studies, 12 September 2010, p. 1, available at: 

http://www.ids.ac.uk/go/idspublication/global-poverty-and-the-new-bottom-billion-three-quarters-of-the-world-s-poor-live-in-middle-

income-countries 
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As mobile phones have made their way into developing countries, they have infiltrated the poorest layers of 

society and thereby targeted those included in this “bottom billion”. Figure 2 potrays the high user rates among 

the two lowest socioeconomic groups in six emerging Asian countries. The difference between usage and 

ownership is striking: in countries like Bangladesh and Pakistan the number of users is more than double that 

of owners. Regardless of the success of the mobile phone among the poor, Internet use remains low. As is 

illustrated by Figure 2, the potential of Internet use on mobile phones is enormous, especially seeing that fairly 

few own a computer.  

 

Figure 2: ICT use and ownership by two lowest socio-economic groups  

 
Source : LIRNEasia (2009) Teleuse@BOP3. Survey findings. Retrieved on 3

rd
 February 2011 from http://lirneasia.net/wp-

content/uploads/2008/04/Teleuse-at-BOP-Data-Booklet-LIRNEasia.pdf  
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The Communications shift  

 
Web 2.0 initiatives like Facebook, for example, emerged from universities where students like Mark Zuckerberg 

found inspiration in 1960s theorist Marshall McLuhan’s “global village”. The notion of the “global village” refers 

to the way in which the world is united through communication technology – the world as a village as opposed 

to segregated nations
10

. At the time of creation, McLuhan used the global village to describe the 

interconnectivity of the world through electronic technology, which then consisted of the telephone, television 

and radio. The new electronic interdependence recreates the world in the image of a global village. In the era 

of Web 2.0 and with widespread access to internet, the global village makes use of real-time communication 

technology to interact with countless audiences and individuals across the globe. For those who have access, 

Web 2.0 is bringing the world closer together through interconnectivity. 

 

Moreover, the notion of the global village also draws on the theme of “imagined communities”, in the sense 

that technology connects us, beyond borders and geographical boundaries, allowing societies to leave behind 

an inward focus and move towards a more globalised collective identity. The concept of “imagined 

communities” was developed in the early 1980s by political scientist Benedict Anderson: it proposes that 

strangers within a community will feel an affinity to other community members that stretches beyond borders 

and physical contact. Anderson uses the example of nationalism to demonstrate how communities (nations) 

are socially constructed (imagined) by the members who feel a commonality and affinity to the group. “It is 

imagined because the members of even the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow members, 

meet them or even hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion”
11

. In the same 

way, online networks such as Facebook and Twitter and many more share this sense of commonality and 

belonging, which are characteristics of social cohesion. “The Internet promises to create a global village 

consisting of sparsely knit communities by removing space constraints”
12

. New technologies enable the 

creation of three-dimensional and social spaces (for example, Second Life) through visual and graphical 

representation, and it is interesting to see that “the shift towards the visual (…) helps to recreate some of the 

social cohesion that groups experience in ‘real’ space”
13

. In the place of national citizens, global citizens 

connect and work collaboratively in various online communities. It is the sense of community that fosters 

participation (for example, Wikipedia) on these online platforms and motivates members towards a particular 

project or goal. An atmosphere fostering collaboration and collective participation is created.  

 

In this context, it is not surprising to see a plethora of initiatives flourishing on the Web. If change can be 

immediate, it is through Web 2.0 technologies, since they offer the ability to innovate freely and with no time 

or geographical constraints; whereas the climate is usually more restricted when implementing change through 

                                                 
10  McLuhan, Marshall, Understanding Media: The Extensions of Man (1964), p. 5 
11

  Anderson, B. (1983), Imagined Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism, London and New York: 

Verso 
12  Marlene Huysman and Volker Wolf (2004), p. 119 
13  Noveck, B. S. (2009), “Wiki government: how technology can make government better, democracy stronger, and citizens more 

powerful”, Brookings Institution Press, Washington D.C, chapter 5, pp. 118-119 
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a long-established institution or government with established rules and priorities. Hence, the world is 

experiencing mainly a societal change, accompanied by a technological change. If it is true that societal change 

has always happened, the difference today is that Web 2.0 enables faster and more efficient change, as 

“technology revolutionises our capacity for purposive collective action by geographically remote actors”.
14

 

Examples in this paper show that successful participation on the Web is happening at all levels of society, in 

areas as diverse as education, health, the environment, crisis situations and disasters, all of which require 

collective thinking and action. 

 

 According to Nielsen, the world now spends around 110 billion minutes a month on social networking and blog 

sites. This equates to 22% of all time online or one in every four and half minutes”
15

. Internet is ideally designed 

“for many-to-many communication, which represents a form of networked interaction that is significantly 

different from the one-to-many communication used by centralised hierarchies”.
16

 Today, with the advent of 

improved technology, the rise in the use of social networking services, knowledge sharing and creation and 

online communications are changing the broadcasting model to multi-dimensional conversations.  

Social networking including Twitter and Facebook is a global phenomenon, with millions of people going online 

to share their news and opinions with friends and followers. Social media have democratised how citizens 

interact with people in power and also at the grassroots level. “When we change the way we communicate, we 

change society. The tools that a society uses to create and maintain are as central to human life as a hive is to 

bee life”
17

.  Social networking tools allow everyone from normal citizens to those in power to create and share 

content to add value to political and social debates. Note the exponential growth of twitter in one year (Figure 

6) 

Figure 6   

 

                                                 
14  Noveck, B. S. (2009), “Wiki government: how technology can make government better, democracy stronger, and citizens more 

powerful”, Brookings Institution Press, Washington D.C, chapter 8, p. 189 
15  Nielsenwire (blog), Social Networks/Blogs Now Account for One in Every Four and a Half Minutes Online, 15 June 2010, 
available at: http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/global/social-media-accounts-for-22-percent-of-time-online/  
16  Castells, Manual (2001) Internet Galaxy : Reflections on the Internet, Business and Society p.60  
17  Shirkey, Clay (2008) Here comes everyone: The Power of  Organising Without Organisation, p.55  

http://blog.nielsen.com/nielsenwire/global/social-media-accounts-for-22-percent-of-time-online/
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The power in these sites is seen in their numbers as well as in their potential (Figure 7). See Box 1. for current 

Facebook statistics as of writing. The exponential growth of Twitter from January 2007 to early 2010 show how 

quickly these sites can be taken up. Social networking sites are a low-cost way to identify the communities 

where your supporters and activists already join in the conversation. Two examples, ‘Support the Burma 

Monks’ and ‘Pink Chaddi Campaign’,  show how individuals as well as organisations can quickly generate 

enormous amounts of attention and engagement that can feed into mainstream media at a fraction of the 

cost
18

. The Indian Pink Chaddi Campaign, launched in February 2009, was a collective, passive response to a 

violent attack on women in Mangalore by right-wing activists. The objective was to send as many items of pink 

underwear (“Chaddi” in Hindi) to the leader of the movement which had issued threats. Four women began the 

peaceful campaign on Facebook which was met with huge success (over 13,000 chaddis sent). There followed 

widespread media coverage and an exponential growth in the related Facebook group’s membership to over 

57,000.
19

 

 
Box 1: Facebook statistics – January 2011 

Facebook’s size and global reach are impressive. Below are current user, community, global and mobile 
statistics at the time of writing. 

 

Users Community Global reach Mobile 

More than 500 million 

people  

900 million objects that 

people interact with  

More than 70 

translations available 

More than 200 million 

users accessing via 
mobile devices 

50% of users log in 

every day 

Average user is 

connected to 80 
community pages 

70% of users are 

outside the US 

Mobile users are twice 

as active 

Average user has 130 

“friends’’ 

Over 700 billion 

minutes per month 

spent socialising on 

Facebook 

Over 300,000 users 

helped to translate the 

site 

Over 200 mobile 
operators  in 60 

countries working to 

deploy and promote 
Facebook products 

Source: Facebook statistics accessed 13 January 2011 

Source: Twitter (2010) 

 

  

                                                 
18  Cranston, P. and Davies, T. (et al.), Future Connect: A review of Social Networking Today, Tomorrow and Beyond – An Analysis 
of the Challenges for AIDS Communicators, Communication for Social Change Consortium, p. 64, available at: 

http://www.communicationforsocialchange.org/pdfs/future%20connect.pdf 
19  Banerji, R., “The Pink Panties Campaign”, in Intersections: Gender and Sexuality in Asia and the Pacific, Issue 23, January 2010 

http://www.communicationforsocialchange.org/pdfs/future%20connect.pdf
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 Figure 7

 

Source: Facebook and Millennium Development Goals 

 

Due to the nature and the complexity of our global relations, and because our societies are dynamic and 

diverse, governments should continue to follow the movement of e-innovations if they are to remain relevant. 

As Joseph Nye puts it, “in information-based societies, networks are replacing hierarchies”
20

 and “modern 

leaders need an ability to use networks, to collaborate, and to encourage participation. They need to be able to 

make decisions within rapidly changing contexts”
21

. Furthermore, Web 2.0 has the capacity to foster social 

cohesion by building networks of opportunities for diverse societal groups; therefore, by following models of 

“openness, transparency and interconnectivity”
22

, governments could pave the way to participative and 

innovative democracies. 

 

 

 

                                                 
20  Nye, J., “Picking a President”, Democracy Journal (Fall 2008), pp. 19-28 [available at 
http://www.democracyjournal.org/article2.php?ID=6640&limit=0&limit2=1500&page=1] 
21  Nye, J., “Picking a President”, Democracy Journal (Fall 2008), pp. 19-28 [available at 

http://www.democracyjournal.org/article2.php?ID=6640&limit=0&limit2=1500&page=1] 
22  Williams, Anthony, D. (2010), Wikinomics and the Era of Openness: European Innovation at a Crossroads, e-brief 05/2010, p. 3, 

available at: http://www.lisboncouncil.net/publication/publication/56-wikinomics-and-the-era-of-openness-european-innovation-at-a-

crossroads.html 
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To further show the scale of these connections, Facebook intern Paul Butler
23

 created the following 

visualisation of Facebook friendships (Figure 8). 

 

Figure 8. Facebook Friendships 

 

Source: Facebook engineers 

The light parts and blue lines of the picture represent the connections between people using Facebook across 

the world. It is the interaction of these connections that actually creates a world map and defines some 

boundaries. The map reveals a world that exists not physically, but virtually. The connections between people 

are not only reminiscent of the somewhat vague borders of some of the continents, they also sketch 

connections across the oceans that do not exist geographically: between America and Europe, between New 

Zealand and Australia, between Hawaii and continental America, between Africa and Australia, or between 

Latin America and Asia. This is the new world we live in. This map also shows us where more work is required in 

terms of online interconnectedness, even though much of the darker areas can be explained by population 

density: China, Russia and most of Canada do not exist here, whereas Europe, India, South-East Asia, the west 

coast of Latin America and the United States are the brightest points on the map. 

  

                                                 
23  Visualizing Friendships, map created by Facebook Intern Paul Butler, 13 December 2010, available at: 

http://www.facebook.com/notes/facebook-engineering/visualizing-friendships/469716398919 

http://www.facebook.com/notes/facebook-engineering/visualizing-friendships/469716398919
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Growth leading to inequality: The Digital Divide 

 

The Millennium Development Goals recognise access to ICT as a target for global development. However, the 

2010 report has shown that although there is progress, Internet access still remains unequal and this could 

have important implications for social cohesion. For example, despite their large share in telecommunications, 

penetration rates remain low in Asia and the Pacific. Being in range of a network does not necessarily imply 

accessing that network. The lack of access in developing countries means a growing gap is inevitable. 70% or 

more of the population in OECD countries have access to the Internet, while in close to 100 developing 

countries the figure is less than 10%.   

Figure 4 

 

 

 

 

 

In developing countries, the Internet boom favours the mobile phone platform, making its emergence unlike 

that of the West. The mobile phone phenomenon in developing countries has enjoyed exponential growth. 

“Today, nearly 90% of the world’s population is covered by a mobile cellular network,” comments ITU 

Secretary-General Dr Hamadoun Touré, “and even people in rural and remote areas now have the means to 

access the global information society”. In the world’s two most populous countries in the world — India and 

China — mobile technology provides basic telephone services to over 90% of villages. In the last decade, the 

Asia and Pacific region has experienced continuous ICT infrastructure development and service uptake, which 

have led the region to become a world leader in ICT. At the end of 2007, Asia and the Pacific accounted for 42% 

of the world’s mobile cellular subscriptions, 47% of the world’s fixed telephone lines, 39% of the world’s 

Internet users, 36% of the world’s fixed broadband subscribers, and 42% of the world’s mobile broadband 
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subscriptions.
24

 In addition, the figure below shows that there is a general upward trend in mobile telephone 

subscriptions and that this trend is particularly pronounced in the emerging economies of Brazil, China and 

India. In China, for example, over 73 million people, or 29% of all internet users in the country, use mobile 

phones to get online. The number of people going online grew by 45% – far higher than the rate of access 

growth using laptops, according to the China Internet Network Information Centre.
25

 It is also reported that the 

Chinese spend the most time on the Internet of all the BRICI countries: 45 minutes on average per person 

which is equal to one billion hours online per day in 2009 – double that of the United States. By 2015 that 

number will surpass two billion.
26

 

Figure 5 

 

Source: UN Millennium Development Goals Report 2010 

 

To enable Web 2.0 to empower more cohesive societies, continued global co-operation must be harnessed, 

grassroots initiatives supported and an awareness of actual usage of these networks must be taken into 

account. Sharing on the Internet via Web 2.0 may occur in many different ways given a particular society’s 

environment, and each context should be taken into account. These can include Internet cafes or mobiles 

phones in Africa and India. It is noteworthy that the MDG data available commonly used to measure internet 

usage relates only to “personal computers”. Therefore, the data underestimate the number of people reached 

by Internet cafés (which are increasingly being used in Brazil, Bhutan and Mexico) as they equate one computer 

to one person. Therefore, there are certainly many more people accessing the Internet than the data currently 

reveals. 

 

                                                 
24   International Telecommunication Union (2009), Information Society Statistical Profile 2009: Asia and the Pacific, p. 1, available 

at: http://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/ind/D-IND-RPM.AP-2009-R1-PDF-E.pdf  
25  Samarajiva, R. (2009), “How the developing world may participate in the global Internet Economy: Innovation driven by 

competition”, Report for Joint Workshop on “Policy coherence in the application of Information and communication technologies for 

development”, organised by the OECD and the Information for Development Program (infoDEV), World Bank, on 10-11 September 2009, p. 
8, available at: http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/39/15/44003919.pdf  
26  The Boston Consulting Group (2010), The Internet’s New Billion : Digital Consumers in Brazil, Russia, India, China, and 

Indonesia, p. 20, available at: http://www.bcg.com/documents/file58645.pdf 

http://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-d/opb/ind/D-IND-RPM.AP-2009-R1-PDF-E.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dataoecd/39/15/44003919.pdf
http://www.bcg.com/documents/file58645.pdf


13 

 

II. Opportunities for social cohesion 

 

The importance of new information tools is already recognised by policy makers, as highlighted by the OECD.
27

 

ICT policies have changed over the past decade to become mainstream policies to achieve socio-economic 

objectives in areas including climate change and social development. At the 2008 Web 2.0 Summit in San 

Francisco, Al Gore insisted that the purpose of Web 2.0 should be to fight global warming.
28

 ICT-related skills 

are now recognised as important for “driving innovation and productivity growth and ensuring social 

inclusion”. Indeed, governments themselves are availing of social networking applications as platforms for their 

communications strategies and to build communities with constituents. Examples include Australia’s “Digital 

Economy” blog and the White House blog of the US President. In its report on the creative economy, the 

United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) cites the strong influence of social 

networking tools in facilitating connectivity and collaboration. Policy making in this area requires better 

understanding of the stakeholders and how they interrelate, leading to specific rather than generic initiatives. 

Inclusive and flexible policies are called for to revitalise the economy.
29

  

 

With these new tools now at our disposal, this section will outline how social networks, if handled responsibly 

and taking into account the challenges outlined above, can support social cohesion policies. The topic is broken 

down into the following dimensions:  

 
1) building networks of relationships, trust and identity between different groups in society;  

2) fighting discrimination, exclusion and excessive inequalities; and  

3) enabling upward social mobility. 

 

While these dimensions certainly cross over one another, they provide a useful starting point. Most, if not all, 

of the examples cited below could be argued that they work just as well in other dimensions. 

 

Social cohesion dimension 1: Building networks of relationships, trust and identity between different groups 
in society. 

Governments and citizens alike are benefitting from Web 2.0, which gathers communities online and fosters 

social cohesion around an issue that requires common problem-solving. One key element to achieving a 

successful online network of ideas and communities is to involve everyone in the process, by making everyone 

accountable: not only governments, but also international organisations, the private sector, and users 

themselves.  This can help to restore and reinforce trust between citizens and decision-makers. “Higher levels 

of social capital are associated with higher well-being, as well as effective political institutions”.
30

 Ways by 

                                                 
27  OECD Information Technology Outlook 2010 
28 Cain Miller, C. (The New York Times, 7 November 2008) Al Gore and the Purpose-Driven Web, available at: 

http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/11/07/the-web-according-to-gore/  
29  Creative Economy Report 2010, United Nations 2010, available at: http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/ditctab20103_en.pdf 
30  Putnam R. D., (1995), “Bowling alone: America’s Declining Social Capital”, Journal of Democracy, Vol. 6, No.1, pp. 65-78, The 

Johns Hopkins University Press  

http://bits.blogs.nytimes.com/2008/11/07/the-web-according-to-gore/
http://www.unctad.org/en/docs/ditctab20103_en.pdf


14 

 

which governments and civil society can utilise the power of online networks to this end include the creation of 

online communities like the ones listed below:  

Disaster management 

An example of spontaneous online social cohesion is the creation of an online global community in order to 

support the victims of Haiti’s 2010 earthquake. In situations of extreme urgency of this kind, it is the 

collaborative effort that prevails and there are no differentiations between the actors involved. No one is 

excluded from the problem-solving process; everyone with connection capabilities is involved and has the 

possibility to help or contribute. Crowd-sourcing techniques such as this raised extremely significant funding for 

disaster relief through social networking and the use of mobile phones. A total of 31 million dollars was raised 

through American Red Cross messaging
31

, and shortly after the earthquake a day-old fundraising campaign – 

solely using text messaging and social networking sites such as Twitter and Facebook – raised more than five 

million dollars for the Red Cross’s relief work in Haiti
32

. Such numbers are records for mobile phone donations. 

On the logistics and relief operations side, an interactive map was developed and maintained through crowd-

sourcing
33

: the Haiti crisis map tracked the post-earthquake crisis response and recovery efforts in the country. 

This example shows that in a world where the flows of e-information are global, virtual, and at a low price, 

international co-operation is more than co-operation between governments and international organisations; it 

is an alliance between all actors at all levels of society: governments, the donor community, development 

practitioners, businesses, local associations, regional and international organisations and citizens. 

Citizen Participation: eGov 

Technology and Web 2.0 can harness the previously untapped citizen engagement. Traditional governance 

models are slowly shifting to open and collaborative decision-making, giving ordinary citizens the right and 

ability to participate. In this context, if participation is key
34

, then e-government is a step forward, as it is 

precisely about “using the tools and systems made possible by ICTs to provide better public services to citizens 

and businesses”, according to the European Commission.
35

 According to the OECD, “engaging citizens in policy 

making is a sound investment and a core element of good governance”.
36

 More interaction between a 

government and its citizens can be achieved through e-government services, helping citizens to increasingly 

feel part of the governance process. It offers increased opportunities for citizen participation, and therefore 

greater democracy. 

 

                                                 
31  Fisher-Thompson, J. (4 February 2010), Mobile Phone Donations Break Records for Haiti Earthquake Relief, America.gov 

website, available at:  http://www.america.gov/st/develop-english/2010/February/201002041707471ejrehsiF0.8422663.html 
32  Gross, D. (14 January 2010), Social networks, texts boost fundraising, CNN website, available at: 

http://edition.cnn.com/2010/TECH/01/14/online.donations.haiti/index.html 

 
 
34   Stiglitz et al., (2009), Report by the Commission on the Measurement of Economic Performance and Social Progress, p. 58, 

available at: http://www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/documents/rapport_anglais.pdf 
35  European Commission website, ICT for Government and Public Services, 
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/egovernment/index_en.htm 
36  OECD (2001), Citizens as Partners: Information, consultation and public participation in policy-making, p. 11, available at: 

http://www.ezd.si/fileadmin/doc/4_AKTIVNO_DRZAVLJANSTVO/Viri/Citizens_as_partners_oecd.pdf  

http://www.america.gov/st/develop-english/2010/February/201002041707471ejrehsiF0.8422663.html
http://edition.cnn.com/2010/TECH/01/14/online.donations.haiti/index.html
http://www.stiglitz-sen-fitoussi.fr/documents/rapport_anglais.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/egovernment/index_en.htm
http://www.ezd.si/fileadmin/doc/4_AKTIVNO_DRZAVLJANSTVO/Viri/Citizens_as_partners_oecd.pdf
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E-government, as defined by the OECD, is “the use of ICTs, and particularly the Internet, as a tool to achieve 

better government”
37

. The OECD finds e-government to be beneficial to society at large through improved 

efficiencies, services and the achievement of specific outcomes. Savings are generated on data collection, 

transmission and communication. Services to the citizen are improved through provision of a seamless online 

service uniting often complex government structures. eHealth and other eServices can lead to specific policy 

outcomes of benefit to society. For example, “online information can boost use of an educational or training 

programme; sharing of information in the health sector can improve resource use and patient care.”
38

 

 

 Web 2.0 has the capacity to foster social cohesion by building networks of relationships, trust and identity 

between different groups in society. By following models of “openness, transparency and interconnectivity”, 

governments could pave the way to a more participative and innovative democracy, according to a recent 

report by the Lisbon Council.
39

 Collaboration via the Internet could lead to more effective governance, implying 

improved decision-making and problem-solving. 

 

In Kenya, the President has highlighted the creation of an e-government platform as one of the key priorities 

for the Government in order to realise national development, wealth and employment creation goals. In the 

President’s view, “effective and operational e-government will facilitate better and efficient delivery of 

information and services to the citizens, promote productivity among public servants, encourage participation 

of citizens in government and empower all Kenyans”.
40

  

 

Tanzania e-government initiatives include an application providing an integrated tax management system 

(ITAX) allowing the electronic collection of tax revenues throughout the country. More recently, Tanzania’s 

judiciary is going digital, allowing citizens access to court proceedings by mobile phones. Judges will be relieved 

of having to record court proceedings manually, speeding up disposal of court cases.
41

 In Rwanda, a 

government-to-citizens model of e-government delivery includes applications delivering a secure, web-based 

email service and provision of online electronic forms for obtaining government documents.
42

 

 

An increasing number of governments have implemented e-Government websites. This is another 

consequence of the societal change taking place: the traditional way in which governments function is based 

on a closed model of decision-making: “governance (…) is best entrusted to a bureaucracy operating at once 

                                                 
37  OECD (2003) Policy Brief, The e-government imperative: main findings. Available at: 

http://www.oecd.org?dataoecd/60/602502539.pdf 
38

  OECD (2003) Policy Brief, The e-government imperative: main findings. Available at: 

http://www.oecd.org?dataoecd/60/602502539.pdf 
39  Williams, Anthony, D. (2010), Wikinomics and the Era of Openness: European Innovation at a Crossroads, e-brief 05/2010, p. 3, 
available at: http://www.lisboncouncil.net/publication/publication/56-wikinomics-and-the-era-of-openness-european-innovation-at-a-

crossroads.html 
40  E-government website for Kenya: http://www.e-government.go.ke/ 
41  Kiishweko, O. (6 December 2010) Daily News,“Judiciary goes digital”, available at: http://www.dailynews.co.tz/home/?n=15189 

[accessed 15 January 2011] 
42  Fonou-Dombeau, J. V. F. (2010) Towards ICT E-government model for Development Projects Monitoring 

http://www.oecd.org/?dataoecd/60/602502539.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/?dataoecd/60/602502539.pdf
http://www.lisboncouncil.net/publication/publication/56-wikinomics-and-the-era-of-openness-european-innovation-at-a-crossroads.html
http://www.lisboncouncil.net/publication/publication/56-wikinomics-and-the-era-of-openness-european-innovation-at-a-crossroads.html
http://www.dailynews.co.tz/home/?n=15189
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removed from the pressure of electoral politics and the biased influence of the public at large”.
43

 But with 

technology and citizen participation via Web 2.0, the model is slowly shifting to more open and collaborative 

decision-making: giving citizens the platform to speak which “enables them to form new groups better suited 

to address new problems”.
44

 According to the European Commission, “increasing transparency and public 

participation benefits democracy and should improve the quality of legislation being adopted. It is also good for 

the cohesion of European society because participation promotes a sense of ownership of the political 

process”.
45

 However, the benefits of e-government to the quality of life can only be realised if governments 

change the way they operate
46

 – and e-government platforms are part of this process. Due to the nature and 

the complexity of global relations and the dynamic and diverse nature of societies, collaboration via Web 2.0 

could lead to a more effective government, which would lead to better decision-making and problem-solving; 

this would have important implications for both the economy and society’s growth.
 47

 

International Partnerships 2.0 

Inspired by the success of Wikipedia, the online encyclopaedia, many organisations such as the OECD, UNDP 

and the EU use wikis for internal knowledge sharing and/or to encourage external participation in their work. 

Wikiprogress 
48

 is the 2.0 platform for the Global Project on Measuring the Progress of Societies, which exists to 

foster the development of key economic, social and environmental indicators and provides a comprehensive 

picture of how the well-being of a society is evolving. It also seeks to encourage the use of indicators to inform 

and promote evidence-based decision-making, within and across the public, private and citizen sectors. The 

project is open to all sectors of society building on communications of good practice, innovative research work 

and global events. Wikiprogress has attracted a prestigious network of researchers on progress, policy makers 

and citizens interested in the creation of knowledge around new indicators for societal progress, with 7,000 

unique visitors per month.  Similarly, Wikigender
49

, launched in 2008 is the sister 2.0 platform to Wikiprogress 

and invites society to the conversation on progress in the area of gender equality. Wikigender has over 15,000 

monthly unique visits, over 1000 editors and 10 prestigious partner organisations.  

 

Other initiatives harnessing social capital to build networks to contribute to social cohesion are Channel 16
50

 

and Ushahidi. Channel 16 is a crowd-sourcing initiative combining various Web 2.0 tools (Wikipedia, YouTube 

and Ushahidi) to facilitate direct action on the ground in crisis situations (humanitarian relief and conflict) by 

providing direct testimonies from the ground (using email, text, Twitter, telephone, or directly through the 

                                                 
43  Noveck, B. S. (2009), “Wiki government: how technology can make government better, democracy stronger, and citizens more 
powerful”, Brookings Institution Press, Washington D.C, chapter 2, p. 25 
44  Noveck, B. S. (2009), “Wiki government: how technology can make government better, democracy stronger, and citizens more 

powerful”, Brookings Institution Press, Washington D.C, chapter 2, p. 42  
45  European Commission website, eParticipation, 

http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/egovernment/policy/eparticipation/index_en.htm  
46  European Commission website, eEurope 2005, 
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/eeurope/2005/all_about/egovernment/index_en.htm  
47

  Noveck, B. S. (2009), “Wiki government: how technology can make government better, democracy stronger, and citizens more 

powerful”, Brookings Institution Press, Washington D.C, chapter 2, p. 43 
48  Wikiprogress, OECD wiki website for the Global Project on Measuring the Progress of Societies: www.wikiprogress.org 
49  Wikigender, OECD wiki website on gender equality: www.wikigender.org 
50  Channel 16 website: http://www.ch16.org/ 

http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/activities/egovernment/policy/eparticipation/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/information_society/eeurope/2005/all_about/egovernment/index_en.htm
http://www.ch16.org/
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website).
51

 Ushahidi
52

 was created to map testimonies of violence in Kenya after the post-election fallout at the 

beginning of 2008. People witnessing any incidents of violence or peace efforts in the country could send their 

information to the platform via the web or their mobile phone. Reaching up to 45,000 users
53

 in Kenya at that 

time alone, the initiators of Ushahidi decided to develop the website further into a platform that could be used 

in other situations and contexts, by other organisations. It resulted in a very successful project, as now many 

countries and projects using the platform to enable collection, visualisation and interactive mapping (in Africa, 

Latin America, Europe, Asia, the Middle-East, and even North America). The beta version platform is available 

as “an open source application that others can download for free, implement and use to bring awareness to 

crisis situations”
54

 or for visualisation purposes. 

 

Social networking tools help to create networks of people across borders or to consolidate existing networks.  

These examples demonstrate that through crowd-sourcing and collaborative efforts on Web 2.0 technologies, 

communities can help increase connections, whether in urgent situations, providing government services, 

partnership building internationally,  in the search for best practices or for problem-solving purposes.  

 

Social cohesion dimension 2: fighting discrimination, exclusion and excessive inequalities  

Mobile banking for the poor 

The question as to whether social networking services are actually reaching the poor is one that can be looked 

at in terms of mobile phones. The Economist has stated that “mobile phones are the world’s most widely 

distributed computers”
55

. See below a graph from The Economist showing the upswing over time of mobile 

phone subscriptions in developing and developed countries.  

 

                                                 
51  Green, D. (From Poverty to Power Blog, 1 September 2010), Channel 16: a new crowdsourcing initiative on disasters and 
conflict, available at http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=3436 
52  Omidyar Network website, available at http://www.omidyar.com/portfolio/kiva 
53  Ushahidi website: http://www.ushahidi.com/about 
54 Ushahidi website: http://www.ushahidi.com/about 
55  The Economist, “Mobile Services in Poor Countries: Not Just Talk”, 27 January 2011, available at: 
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss 

 

http://www.oxfamblogs.org/fp2p/?p=3436
http://www.ushahidi.com/about
http://www.ushahidi.com/about
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss
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Source: The Economist

56 
 

In light of this increase, more applications are being developed for accessing the internet via mobile phones. As 

unequal access to web 2.0 technologies can be a major obstacle in fostering social cohesion,  this section will 

focus on how a range of web 2.0 services via the mobile phone can connect the excluded. 
57

  

 

In a number of African countries, more people have a mobile phone than a bank account
58

. A good example of 

success in banking services via mobile phones is the popularity of M-PESA in Kenya, which has gained more 

than 13 million users since its launch in 2007
59

. A new paper by William Jack and Tavneet Suri looks at M-PESA 

and its potential economic effects, both at the household level and in terms of macroeconomic and monetary 

aggregates. Among some of the benefits offered by M-PESA are the safe storage and transfer of money. Its 

users also report that it is more reliable, as well as faster and cheaper than its previous money-transfer 

predecessors.
60

 In addition, M-PESA can also have a positive effect on some household members that are 

usually more excluded from decision-making processes such as women, and empower them with an increased 

bargaining power. Given the differences in spending patterns of women and men, another positive outcome of 

M-PESA could be a better allocation of household spending.
61

 Mobile banking seems to bring important 

advantages that could significantly empower the “bottom billion” in the near future. 

 

Another way of including the poor in the world of financial services is through programs like Mercy Corps who,  

in cooperation with telecommunications provider Voila, provide food for citizens of Haiti who have taken in 

earthquake survivors. Each month, each person receives 40 U.S. dollars into their mobile phone savings 

                                                 
56  The Economist, “Mobile Services in Poor Countries: Not Just Talk”, 27 January 2011, available at: 
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss 
57  The Economist, “Mobile Services in Poor Countries: Not Just Talk”, 27 January 2011, available at: 
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss 
58  The Economist, “Mobile Services in Poor Countries: Not Just Talk”,, 27 January 2011, available at: 
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss 
59  The Economist, “Mobile Services in Poor Countries: Not Just Talk”, 27 January 2011, available at: 
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss 
60  Jack, W. and Suri, T. (2011), “Mobile Money: The Economic of M-PESA”, MIT Sloan, p. 29, available at: 
http://www.mit.edu/~tavneet/M-PESA-Final.pdf  
61  Jack, W. and Suri, T. (2011), “Mobile Money: The Economic of M-PESA”, MIT Sloan, p. 11, available at: 
http://www.mit.edu/~tavneet/M-PESA-Final.pdf 

http://www.mit.edu/~tavneet/M-PESA-Final.pdf
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss
http://www.mit.edu/~tavneet/M-PESA-Final.pdf
http://www.mit.edu/~tavneet/M-PESA-Final.pdf
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account redeemable at local food stores. According to blogger Nicholas D. Kristof, microsavings could even be 

more powerful than microloans, as they help the poor store their money, and mobile phones offer a low-cost 

way to extend these services to the poor. Also in Haiti, Fonkoze, a microfinance institution, is implementing a 

system through which Haitians in America will be able to send remittances via their mobile phones to the 

phones of relatives based in Haiti.
62

  

 

Ngozi Okonjo-Iweala, Managing Director at the World Bank, recently highlighted the need to make full use of 

the availability of mobile phones in developing countries and support their use “for social services, green 

growth, and social accountability—as a way to help boost the well being and incomes of poor people.”
63

 Mobile 

phones have the potential to further fight exclusion and inequalities and this should be explored beyond simply 

connecting the world’s bottom billion to the infrastructure of the digital economy.  Mobile phone services 

should allow the world’s poor to “become digital producers and innovators”
64

, creating key players as part of a 

more inclusive society. 

 

National digital strategy: be early adopters 

With the applications listed above, there is growing support for mobile phone connections, internet cafes and 

private sector networks making access achievable for most.  As shown in a previous section, many 

governments already incorporate Web 2.0 tools into their organisational structures and encourage their 

citizens to engage through e-government web portals for a more inclusive democracy. A key component for a 

successful digital strategy lies in governments being early adopters of technology. For example, in the context 

of electoral campaigns, the election of Barack Obama clearly shows citizen’s engagement with their country; in 

his 21-month campaign to the White House, Barack Obama raised half a billion dollars online.
65

 With more than 

a dozen different social media websites, the newly elected U.S. President clearly succeeded in forming an 

online community that strongly supported his goals.
66

 

Chile provides another example: the reason why Chile is today one of the most successful countries in Latin 

America in terms of innovation is precisely because it has developed a strategic agenda for development that 

included ICT, sometime before Web 2.0. Online social networking tools even appeared.
67

 Chile is said to be 

“one of the most stable and prosperous countries in South America *…+, leading in terms of human 

development, GDP per capita, competitiveness, quality of life, political stability, globalisation, economic 

                                                 
62  The New York Times, “I’ve Seen the Future (in Haiti)”, Op-Ed by Nicholas Kristof, 4 December 2010, available at: 
http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/05/opinion/05kristof.html?scp=3&sq=%22mobile%20money%22&st=cse  
63  The World Bank (2011), “Technology Strategy Anticipates Transformational Growth”, 26 January 2011, available at: 

http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:22816917~pagePK:64257043~piPK:437376~theSitePK:4607,00.ht

ml?cid=EXT_TWBN_D_EXT  
64  The Economist, “Mobile Services in Poor Countries: Not Just Talk”, 27 January 2011, available at: 

http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss 
65  Vargas, J. A. (20 November 2008), Obama Raised Half A Billion Online, The Washington Post. Available at : 

http://voices.washingtonpost.com/44/2008/11/obama-raised-half-a-billion-on.html 
66  Centre for E-Government (26 June 2009),  Politics 2.0 – The Obama Campaign, Pan European eParticipation Network. Available 
at : http://pep-net.eu/blog/2009/06/26/politics-20-the-obama-campaign/  
67  Castells, M. and Cardoso, G. (2005), The Network Society: from knowledge to policy, chapter 17, pp. 381-403, Washington, DC: 

Johns Hopkins Center for Transatlantic Relations, available at: http://www.umass.edu/digitalcenter/research/pdfs/JF_NetworkSociety.pdf 

http://www.nytimes.com/2010/12/05/opinion/05kristof.html?scp=3&sq=%22mobile%20money%22&st=cse
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:22816917~pagePK:64257043~piPK:437376~theSitePK:4607,00.html?cid=EXT_TWBN_D_EXT
http://web.worldbank.org/WBSITE/EXTERNAL/NEWS/0,,contentMDK:22816917~pagePK:64257043~piPK:437376~theSitePK:4607,00.html?cid=EXT_TWBN_D_EXT
http://www.economist.com/node/18008202?story_id=18008202&fsrc=rss
http://voices.washingtonpost.com/44/2008/11/obama-raised-half-a-billion-on.html
http://pep-net.eu/blog/2009/06/26/politics-20-the-obama-campaign/
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freedom, low perception of corruption and comparatively low poverty rates.”
68

 The Chilean government has 

managed to create the conditions “to allow change to happen”
69

 by embarking on a strategic agenda in the 

1990s to modernise the public sector and strengthen the link with citizens, at the same time effectively 

involving the private sector. A key milestone was a successful introduction of ICT in Chile, even addressing 

potential challenges such as the “digital divide”, especially through their “digital agenda” programme, running 

between 2004 and 2006. Some of the main results of the “digital agenda” were the provision of more internet 

access points nationwide and the creation of an e-government web architecture. Clearly, a main asset for Chile 

is that its government understood early on that “ICT is a set of instruments to materialise a national strategy, 

which for Chile means: growth, equality and the deepening of democracy”.
70

  

Ensure equal access to social networks via international agreements 

Some international standards are necessary to align all governments’ policies on an equal footing and provide a 

framework so that each government can easily provide equal access to online social networks. Since 2000, 

target 8.F of Millennium Development Goal 8 is to, “in co-operation with the private sector, make available the 

benefits of new technologies, especially information and communications”.
71

 And in 2008, OECD member 

countries signed the Seoul ‘’Declaration for the Future of the Internet Economy’’ to recognise that the Internet 

economy stimulates sustainable economic growth and prosperity if government policies support innovation, 

investment and competition. In its 2007 report “Participative Web and User-Created Content: Web 2.0, Wikis 

and Social Networking”, the OECD also notes that this shared vision works towards the free flow of 

information, freedom of expression and protection of civil liberties, which are critical components of a 

democratic society and assist in promoting cultural diversity.
72

 Regarding development, the OECD recognises 

that policy dialogue surrounding a competitive environment in the Internet economy can foster growth.  

 

The 2008 OECD publication Shaping Policies for the Future of the Internet Economy reports that the Internet is 

becoming essential in the services it supports to the point that the economy is increasingly becoming the 

Internet economy. Economies must rise to the challenge in using ICT in areas including health, education and 

the delivery of government services. Online health programmes can address the health issues of populations 

previously lacking services via web-based doctors, online medical training for villagers in least developed 

countries and research capabilities strongly enhanced due to the capacity of the Internet to bring research 

institutions together. Globally, to allow all levels of society to benefit from these kinds of economies, policies 

should aim to reduce barriers and costs and provide the necessary training for inclusion. The OECD report 

Global Opportunities for Internet Access Development examines these policies and regulatory changes. 

 

                                                 
68  Ecommerce Journal, 27 March 2009, E-Commerce and Internet Industry in Chile, available at: http://ecommerce-

journal.com/articles/14240_e_commerce_and_internet_industry_in_chile  
69  Castells, M. and Cardoso, G. (2005), The Network Society: from knowledge to policy, chapter 17, p. 383, Washington, DC: Johns 
Hopkins Center for Transatlantic Relations, available at: http://www.umass.edu/digitalcenter/research/pdfs/JF_NetworkSociety.pdf 
70 Castells, M. and Cardoso, G. (2005), The Network Society: from knowledge to policy, chapter 17, p. 403, Washington, DC: Johns 

Hopkins Center for Transatlantic Relations, available at: http://www.umass.edu/digitalcenter/research/pdfs/JF_NetworkSociety.pdf 
71  United Nations, MDG Monitor website, Goal 8: http://www.mdgmonitor.org/goal8.cfm  
72

  OECD (2007), Participative Web and User-Created Content: Web 2.0, Wikis and Social Networking, p. 65, available at: 
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http://ecommerce-journal.com/articles/14240_e_commerce_and_internet_industry_in_chile
http://ecommerce-journal.com/articles/14240_e_commerce_and_internet_industry_in_chile
http://www.umass.edu/digitalcenter/research/pdfs/JF_NetworkSociety.pdf
http://www.umass.edu/digitalcenter/research/pdfs/JF_NetworkSociety.pdf
http://www.mdgmonitor.org/goal8.cfm
http://213.253.134.43/oecd/pdfs/browseit/9307031E.PDF


21 

 

Provided good targets at the international level are coupled with innovative digital strategies for access for all, 

we will see excessive inequalities evaded. However, here we also need to refer to section 3 of this paper on 

“challenges”. The internet is a tool that can be used to support good policy. However, issues like literacy, 

copyright law and privacy must also be addressed.  

 

 

 

Social cohesion dimension 3: Enabling upward social mobility 

 

Governments are responsible for providing access to technology to all members of society, to acknowledge 

that society is diverse and to respond to each individual’s needs. Access means more than just networks and 

infrastructure. It also means making sure all citizens are able to enjoy these social networks from other points 

of view such as education. In order to enable upward social mobility, for example, relevant training should be 

provided to men, women, and youth. Below are examples of existing systems in place for both women and 

children, and ways forward to maximise the potential of Web 2.0 for those two targeted groups. 

Empowering Women 

Women are often under-represented in the sector of Web 2.0 technologies yet despite this, the OECD 

recognises that they are a key resource in today’s knowledge-based economies: greater female participation in 

ICT would in fact lead to more innovation and economic progress in all countries
73

, as women become more 

connected and knowledgeable. 

 

There are numerous examples of women gathering online to create virtual communities that can help them 

advance towards a shared goal, or simply solve an issue pertinent to everyday life. These online networks 

manifest themselves through existing social networking tools such as Twitter or Facebook, or can take the 

shape of online discussion forums. For example in 2006, the Association for Progressive Communications’ 

Women's Networking Support Programme – a network of 150 women – initiated a campaign to call for women 

and girls’ activism against gender-based violence through the use of Web 2.0 tools and mobile phones. As a 

result the website “Take Back The Tech!” was created. The site aims: “to create safe digital spaces that protect 

everyone’s right to participate freely, without harassment or threat to safety; to realise women’s rights to 

shape, define, participate, use and share knowledge, information and ICT; to address the intersection between 

communication rights and women’s human rights, especially violence against women; to recognise women’s 

historical and critical participation and contribution to the development of ICT”.
74

 The site also has blogging 

                                                 
73  OECD (2008), Gender and Sustainable Development: Maximising the Economic, Social and Environmental Role of Women, 

available at: http://publications.oecd.org/acrobatebook/9708101E.PDF  
74  Take Back the Tech! Website: http://www.takebackthetech.net/faq  
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features and actively uses Twitter, Facebook, and Delicious
75

 social networking sites. This example shows how 

women can use social networking tools to advance and to promote gender equality and empower women. 

 

At an individual level, ICT and Web 2.0 tools can significantly lift women out of poverty through its income 

generation possibilities; in some developing countries, for example, women have developed careers as village 

phone owners, while also giving communities access to these services. On the Internet, the platform Kiva 

(Kiva.org) connects women and men through money lending and microfinance for poverty alleviation purposes. 

Users can lend money directly to entrepreneurs. In 2008, on average, a loan was made on Kiva.org every 31 

seconds.
76

 

 

But not all women can equally benefit from access to such networks, be it because of cultural codes or deeply 

anchored traditions in some countries. In such sensitive contexts, governments should find ways to ensure that 

women, as part of society, have access to Web 2.0 tools and that they have the necessary skills and training to 

do so.  The recurring problem is that usually technology is brought to women first, and women then have to 

adapt to it. Sometimes these kinds of initiatives, such as the One Laptop per Child initiatives which brought 

several low cost computers to classrooms in Africa, can fail due to not taking into account the environment or 

the needs of the context. To facilitate positive change at this level, it is therefore necessary to address existing 

gender gaps with respect to access to and benefits from new technologies. A critical step to achieving greater 

gender equality is therefore by directly consulting and involving women in the early design and deployment 

stages of new technologies, and governments could help promote this idea, for example via their e-

government portals.
77

 

Digital education for children 

Education is at the heart of a cohesive society. Not only does education help to foster a stronger economy, it is 

also a crucial factor enhancing quality of life both at the individual and community level. The 2009 study by the 

Commission on the Measurement of Economic Progress and Social Progress shows that more and better 

education usually leads to better chance of employment, better health, and more social connections, which in 

turn favours greater civic and political engagement. In today’s globalised and digitalised world, education goes 

together with new technologies. When governments ensure that all citizens have access to the Internet, 

everyone can benefit from an ever-increasing inter-connectedness, which of course offers immense learning 

opportunities. 

 

E-learning, which delivers content specifically through the Internet, allows remotely located communities to 

have access to education, regardless of their physical location. This has important implications for UNESCO’s 

Education for All (EFA) agenda, which aims to provide “quality basic education for all children, youth and 

                                                 
75  Delicious website: www.delicious.com 
76  Omidyar Network website, available at: http://www.omidyar.com/portfolio/kiva . 
77  ICRW (2010), Bridging the Gender Divide. How Technology can Advance Women Economically, p. 4, available at: 

http://www.icrw.org/files/publications/Bridging-the-Gender-Divide-How-Technology-can-Advance-Women-Economically.pdf 
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adults”
78

 and for Millennium Development Goal 2, to “ensure that by 2015, children everywhere, boys and girls 

alike, will be able to complete a full course of primary schooling”
79

: Web 2.0 and social networking tools can 

significantly help to reach the most marginalised and excluded communities by making virtual learning 

accessible to more people at a lesser cost
80

. As mentioned above, curriculums are shared via wikis such as 

Wikigender
81

, where students have the ability to write articles about their chosen gender-related topics and 

share their knowledge with other community members. Meanwhile, knowledge is continuously improved upon 

by the community as everyone can update the site.  

 

There are many other education initiatives coming from the grassroots which are working at building an 

inclusive Web 2.0 world. TakingITGlobal (Tigweb.Org), for example, specifically targets a young audience (ages 

13 to 30). With over 300,000 members, the website creates opportunities for learning at the global level. Not 

only can youth connect with each other and engage directly in discussions on global issues such as health, 

globalisation, peace and conflict, or human rights, but the platform also gathers a community of global 

educators, provides online resources and learning activities, and offers the possibility to create an interactive, 

virtual classroom. According to TakingITGlobal's Executive Director, "the opportunity for engaging students 

through social networking is obvious, and TakingITGlobal provides an easy way for educators to manage 

privacy and safety concerns while providing access to a unique global audience and a social issues focus".
82

 A 

report
83

 by TakingITGlobal presents some case studies of the best practices or lessons learnt for when new 

projects linking the local with the global education are created. 

 

Some governments understand that social networking tools need to be harnessed effectively in order to ensure 

that education standards are met. The publication by the Colombian Ministry of Education “Revolución 

Educativa 2002-2010: acciones y lecciones” reports that a key factor which led to the “education revolution” in 

Colombia was the establishment of an open communication between the government and the education 

sector through the creation of online discussion forums encouraging participation of all citizens.
 84

 The Ministry 

for Education of Colombia embraced the power of new technologies in 2004, instigating the educational Web 

platform “Colombia Aprende”.
85

 The website uses blogs, wikis, Twitter, and more Web 2.0 tools to centralise 

educational resources and encourage participation in networks and communities, educational innovations and 

the exchange of information. According to the publication, it achieves over a million visits monthly.
 86

 

 

III. Challenges in encouraging global participation on the Internet 
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Even with many emerging economies having made their way out of poverty, there is a growing divide between 

the rich and the poor. Therefore, it is of utmost importance to ensure, through policy from the grassroots to 

the international level that the Web is a safe and socially inclusive place for the world’s collective knowledge to 

be harnessed and shared while supporting citizen participation in building and reforming societies. Globally, 

there are many challenges to be overcome if positive change is to happen and active online networks are to 

foster social cohesion in and for developing countries. The following are a few of the most crucial as well as a 

summary of a current debate on the issue. 

Security of identity and privacy issues 

New issues surrounding security of information have arisen since the advent of Web 2.0. Previously, Web 1.0 

tools allowed information providers to rapidly disseminate information in a timely yet uni-directional manner. 

Where Web 1.0 technologies allowed for data transit either between supercomputers (via TCP-IP) or 

horizontally from document to document (via hyperlinks), Web 2.0 “allows navigation through people’s 

networks: people’s friends, musical tastes, purchases, movements and DNA profiles”.
87

 Emerging risks 

associated with the social Web are either new or on a bigger scale than previously seen and include malicious 

software in user-contributed content and greater disclosure of personal data. Unprecedented risks of privacy 

invasion are now associated with unclear data ownership and users’ lack of control of their own data.
88

 

 

Some governments are already harnessing the potential of Web 2.0 by making good use of social networking 

tools to foster better cohesion and trust within their countries and communities. While this is the way forward 

that should be followed by more governments worldwide, an awareness of the drawbacks of utilising such 

tools is necessary: while Web 2.0 offers unique opportunities for the exchange and sharing of information, this 

openness can be risky at the individual or collective level as users increasingly post private information relating 

to their identity or to their friends and relatives on social networking sites. While most of these sites have 

privacy settings where users can decide who can view the information posted, some users deliberately choose 

to make their information publicly available. Making such information public can have negative consequences, 

such as occurrences of privacy violations or identity theft.
89

 These technical challenges can be particularly 

harmful to the younger audience. Despite the numerous benefits brought by Web 2.0 tools to youth – such as 

online education, information seeking through search engines, and online collaboration for school projects – 

there are some high risks to be taken into account. 

 

At the Seoul Ministerial Meeting on the Future of the Internet Economy in June 2008, ministers called for 

“increased cross-border co-operation of governments and enforcement authorities in the areas of improving 

                                                 
87  Technology Review, Singer, E. (2008, March 26). Social Networking Hits the Genome. Available at: 

http://www.technologyreview.com/printer_friendly_article.aspx?id=20464 
88  European Comission (2009), The Impact of Social Computing on the EU Information Society and Economy, p. 12 available at: 

http://www.eurosfaire.prd.fr/7pc/doc/1259077010_social_computing_jrc54327.pdf 

89  OECD (2007), Participative Web and User-Created Content: Web 2.0, Wikis and Social Networking, p. 95 
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cyber-security, combating spam, and protecting privacy, consumers and minors”.
90

 Today, governments and 

international organisations continue to face this important issue and are looking at efficient ways to ensure a 

safe e-environment for youth. For example, following the Seoul Declaration, the OECD Working Party on 

Information Security and Privacy held a Symposium on 15 April 2009 to exchange best practices on the 

protection of children online, and it will publish a report on the protection of children online in 2011. The 

report will include an overview of the risks faced by children online, some policy responses to address these 

risks, and a policy analysis on how co-operation in the area could be increased.
91

 In the meantime, the main 

conclusion from the symposium was that “a comprehensive approach, including legal, technological, and 

educational measures”
92

 was needed in order to tackle this sensitive issue. Since approaches vary between 

countries, international co-operation is essential between the government and private sectors in order to find 

concrete solutions for both the short- and long-term. Ironically, while Web 2.0 has its negative aspects for 

children, it is increasingly used for problem-solving purposes and could no doubt also be utilised to solve those 

security and privacy issues. 

Loss of quality and accountability 

Who monitors the quality of information posted on online social networks? Information accuracy and quality 

appear to be two major preoccupations in users’ eyes, especially when “everybody can contribute without 

detailed checks and balances”
93

. In the case of blogs, for example, the accuracy of facts, figures or other 

content, and the acknowledgement of sources are not always guaranteed. Such poorly-referenced online 

material can easily spread over the Internet, leading to more confusion among a wider audience.
94

 Again, 

younger users are particularly vulnerable, as they must acquire the skills to differentiate between correct and 

incorrect information.  

 

However, this is not necessarily a negative factor, it simply means that users have to approach Web 2.0 

material differently, and be more aware of the potential risks.
95

 While there are many reasons to question the 

quality of the content posted online, there are also many reasons to trust the high levels of quality of content 

posted, especially when content creators care about their reputation and have therefore high incentives for 

accuracy
96

. Some recent comparisons of content posted on Wikipedia, which is fully user-generated, and the 

Britannica encyclopaedia showed few differences in quality. Similarly, content of blogs is considered to be as 

trustworthy as established media by 50% of Asian users.
97
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Issues of content reliability have been addressed on other crowd sourcing platforms such as Uchaguzi
98

, which 

was launched to monitor the 2010 electoral process for the new constitution in Kenya. One of the main issues 

was the unverified nature of information and data, as users could make false testimonies on the platform. 

However, further established standards such as quality control, ground verification and sustainability are being 

addressed. Ushahidi
99

, a platform preceding Uchaguzi, created to map testimonies of violence in Kenya after 

the post-election fallout at the beginning of 2008, is addressing the quality control issue with a new open-

source tool that filters incoming information, called SwiftRiver
100

.  More efforts will be needed to improve such 

systems, for example, systemic lessons learned from processes and the creation of some codes of conduct.
101

 

But overall, this type of Web 2.0 mapping and collaboration appears be very promising as it represents “a 

movement that promises to grow as more people around the world connect to the internet using their mobile 

device”
102

, and it could be used in the future for any type of crisis: local, regional, national or global.  

 

The current debate 
 

User accountability, quality assurance issues, and cyber threats are elements that cause disruption to social 

cohesion. However, the debate as to whether online social networks are a useful change agent via the mobile 

phone platform or computers rages on. Clay Shirkey is most prolific on in the pro-social network camp and 

Malcolm Gladwell in the anti-social network camp.  An article in the New Yorker by Gladwell (anti) has said that 

that Twitter will never be able create a revolution because the ties are too loose to bind people to create a 

movement. He also stated that there just is not enough evidence to prove that in the absence of the internet 

these demonstrations wouldn’t have happened anyway
103

 when referring to the uprising in Tunisia. Clay 

Shirkey (pro) stated that “Digital networks have acted as a massive positive supply shock to the cost and spread 

of information, to the ease and range of public speech by citizens, and to the speed and scale of group 

coordination”
104

. While these changes may not  allow otherwise uncommitted groups to take effective political 

action, they do allow committed groups to play by new rules.  According to Alexis Madrigal, senior editor at The 

Atlantic, “if you need a parable for the potential and pitfalls of a social-media enabled revolution, this is it: the 

very tool that people are using for their activism becomes the very means by which their identities could be 

compromised”.
105
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IV. Conclusion 

With this enormous new source of social capital, policies should support innovation in the field to foster social 

cohesion. Digital strategies will need to balance the need for security and privacy as well as encourage 

participation. That is a balance that will be difficult to strike. Daily new information appears in the media about 

the impact these applications are having. Is Twitter to be implicated in the revolution in Iran, Tunisia and 

Egypt? Should Wikileaks be implicated because classified information became public? These investigations and 

debates are ongoing and this paper does not provide the scope necessary for discussion. However, with 

information rapidly changing, it is recommended that Web 2.0 tools are supported so voices of citizens are 

heard and democracy is strengthened. “Internet freedom is a long game, to be conceived of and supported not 

as a separate agenda but merely as an important input to the more fundamental political freedoms.”
106

 The use 

of social networks as tools to support education, employment or public services agendas is recommended 

rather than isolating the Internet as a solution. 

Creation of more cohesive societies which build networks of trust, fight excessive inequalities and allow for 

upward mobility can be supported by the Internet. Particularly successful initiatives have been seen in disaster 

management, e-government, microfinance and education. This paper has shown many ways by which social 

networks have benefitted governments and citizens alike via top-down e-government initiatives or bottom-up 

initiatives such as Kiva and Ushahidi. The main challenge now is to make sure that all of society has the ability 

to access and the skills and willingness to use these applications, particularly at the local level otherwise the 

digital divide will continue to widen and at an ever increasing rate. 
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