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Background

Digital equity represents the foundational principle that all individuals worldwide
should have access to the digital tools necessary for meaningful participation in modern
society. The current reality, however, reveals significant disparities in access, knowledge, and
ability to use digital tools and technologies. These inequities disproportionately affect
lower-income individuals and underdeveloped countries, creating a complex web of
technological and socioeconomic challenges that perpetuate existing disparities. Contemporary
data indicates that only two-thirds of the world's population has access to modern technologies,
leaving approximately 2.6 billion people without fast internet access.'

The implications of this digital divide extend far beyond mere technological access. As
digital technologies become increasingly integral to daily life, those without adequate access
face mounting challenges in education, healthcare, employment, and civic participation.
Research has shown that these disparities not only reflect existing socioeconomic inequalities
but actively contribute to their perpetuation, creating a cyclical pattern of disadvantage that
becomes increasingly difficult to break without targeted intervention.?

The geographic distribution of digital access presents another critical dimension of
inequality. Urban areas typically enjoy better digital infrastructure and more reliable internet
connectivity compared to rural regions. This urban-rural divide is particularly pronounced in
developing nations, where limited resources and challenging terrain often make infrastructure
development more difficult and costly. The International Telecommunication Union reports that
while urban internet penetration rates in developed countries approach 90%, rural areas in
developing nations often see rates below 20%.’

Socioeconomic Implications of the Digital Divide in Global Markets

The economic ramifications of digital inequity penetrate deeply into the fabric of modern
economic systems and opportunities for development. According to comprehensive World Bank
research, countries with limited digital infrastructure experience measurably reduced GDP
growth potential, with cascading effects on employment opportunities, innovation capacity, and
overall economic resilience.* Studies indicate that a 10% increase in broadband penetration
correlates with a 1.2% increase in per capita GDP growth in developing countries, highlighting
the crucial role of digital infrastructure in economic development.

The COVID-19 pandemic has further illuminated these disparities, creating a natural
experiment in digital resilience. Regions with robust digital infrastructure were better able to
maintain economic activity through remote work and digital commerce, while areas with limited
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digital access experienced more severe economic disruptions. This period has demonstrated how
digital access increasingly determines economic resilience and adaptability in crisis situations.

The financial sector provides a clear example of how digital inequity affects economic
participation. Digital banking, mobile payment systems, and online financial services have
become standard in developed economies, offering convenience and reduced transaction costs.
However, populations without reliable digital access often remain dependent on traditional
banking systems, which can be more expensive and less accessible. This digital financial
exclusion can limit economic opportunities and increase the cost of basic financial services for
already disadvantaged populations.’

Digital Education

The Internet can play a significant role in modern education; access to digital learning
can be a beneficial tool in situations —like the recent COVID-19 pandemic—where in-person
learning becomes difficult or dangerous; if communities have easy access to the Internet, they
can continue learning through these situations, if they do not have easy access to quality internet
they may not be able to keep up with their education. Additionally, access to broadband internet
increases the number of resources a student has access to—online journals, videos, and even
textbooks are all easily accessible online but may be challenging to come across physically. To
address the issue of digital equity in education, the United Nations incorporated a dedicated goal
in the 2030 Agenda. Sustainable Development Goal 4 (SDG 4) aims to “ensure inclusive and
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all.”®

Technological Infrastructure Development and Implementation Strategies

The development and implementation of robust digital infrastructure represents a
cornerstone in achieving global digital equity, encompassing both physical infrastructure
development and the creation of supporting systems and policies. The OECD has documented
how contemporary approaches to infrastructure development must address multiple
interconnected challenges, from geographic accessibility to economic sustainability.” Modern
infrastructure initiatives increasingly rely on innovative technologies and deployment strategies,
including advanced satellite networks, fiber-optic systems, and mobile broadband solutions.

The role of public-private partnerships has become increasingly crucial in infrastructure
development. Government initiatives often provide the regulatory framework and initial funding,
while private sector partners contribute technical expertise and operational efficiency. The World
Economic Forum has identified several successful models for these partnerships, particularly in
developing nations where resource constraints necessitate creative solutions.®
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Implementation strategies must also consider local conditions and requirements.
Solutions that work in urban environments may not be suitable for rural or remote locations.
Successful programs typically involve extensive community consultation and adaptation to local
needs. This includes consideration of factors such as terrain, population density, economic
conditions, and existing infrastructure. The International Telecommunication Union has
documented numerous case studies where tailored approaches have led to more successful and
sustainable outcomes.’

Technical training and capacity building form another critical component of infrastructure
development. Even the most advanced infrastructure will fail to achieve its intended impact
without adequate local expertise for maintenance and operation. Successful programs typically
include comprehensive training components, developing local technical expertise and creating
employment opportunities within the community.

Sudan Case Study: Digital Passport

The UN has taken action to promote SDG 4 and equitable learning. In 2020, UNICEF
partnered with Microsoft to create a digital, offline education program called the Learning
Passport'® for school-aged children. The Learning Passport has programs in over 29 countries
and 1s focused on providing quality education in countries where the education system has been
disrupted. One of the countries participating in the Learning Passport is Sudan''. Since 2008,
Sudan has made significant improvements in primary education. Sudan has opened up over
2,800 schools, enabling one million more Sudanese children to access education. Due to these
efforts, the number of students completing primary education and advancing to secondary
education has increased to 336 thousand annually'?.

In recent years, Sudan has become one of the worst education crises in the world"; the
COVID-19 pandemic and intense political instability have resulted in extended school closures
and obstructed the education of the 15 million plus children living in Sudan'®. Female children
are especially vulnerable as the political and economic stress of the last few years has intensified
the gender inequality in Sudan.

To combat these setbacks, in October 2021, Sudan became the fourteenth country to join
the Learning Passport'®. The program contains over 1,400 visual modules, over 2,200 interactive
activities in Sudanese Arabic, and PDF versions of government textbooks. The Sudanese
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government has also installed touchscreens connected to the Learning Passport in public areas
such as Mosques, markets, and other easily accessible spaces so that children without home
access to technology can still benefit from the Learning Passport. In addition to the Learning
Passport, UNICEF has opened Makenna (“Our Space™) centers across Sudan'®. These centers are
hubs for structured learning, Learning Passport modules, and social support for children. The
Sudanese Learning Passport is not just for learners living in Sudan; UNICEF has partnered with
other countries with a high concentration of Sudanese refugees to make the Learning Passport
available to internationally displaced Sudanese learners. The Sudanese government, UNICEF,
and many other countries are using technology and digital advancements to rebuild and sustain
Sudan’s education system and the nearly 15 million students affected by political instability,
COVID-19, and the lack of internet access in the country.

Covid Case Study: Online learning

Additionally, in light of COVID-19, multiple nations have collaborated to take the
initiative to curb the adverse effects the pandemic has had on education. Through UNESCO,
governments have come together to provide parents, teachers, and students with accessible
solutions to digital learning through the launch of a global partnership. The coalition contributing
the resources, expertise, and connectivity necessary to act on the goals of this organization
includes ITU (the UN agency for digital technologies), Microsoft, GSMA, Weidong, Google,
Facebook, Zoom, KPMG, and Coursera'’.

Similarly, individual nations have also made strides in closing the digital education divide
in light of the COVID-19 pandemic. China, for example, provided computers, mobile data
packages, and telecommunication subsidies to students from low-income families'®. Italy also
worked to support distance learning for 8.5 million students and improve connectivity in isolated
areas by funding an 85 million Euro grant. Portugal, on the other hand, suggested a partnership
with postal companies to deliver paper worksheets to homes of students who do not have access
to digital education tools. The United Arab Emirates took a different approach to the issue by
establishing a hotline for teachers and students to receive technical support when encountering
difficulties. Meanwhile, in Washington State, schools are discouraged from offering online
learning services unless they can guarantee equitable access for all students'.

Culture

Digital inequity also plays a vital role in spreading and preserving culture: internet access
can allow communities to practice their languages, maintain their traditions, and record their
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heritage with members of the same culture worldwide. Furthermore, the internet has allowed for
syncretism—the spread, exchange, and blending of different cultures. With these goals in mind,
many countries have started programs digitizing their museum collections and cultural sites. For
instance, China’s Mogao Caves, a UNESCO World Heritage site, has been digitally documented
through initiatives such as the International Dunhuang Project (IDP)—a global collaboration
aiming to make high-resolution images of the caves’ Buddhist paintings, manuscripts, and
artifacts available online, ensuring their preservation and accessibility while protecting the
physical site from the wear and tear of tourism.?*?' A similar example of digitalization preserving
history amid destruction can be seen in Brazil, as a 2018 fire destroyed 80-90% of the National
Museum in Rio de Janeiro’s collection, erasing millions of artifacts that would have been lost to
history had it not been for part of its collection being digitized.”* Using the Internet as a means of
preserving language, the San Carlos and White Mountain Apache Indigenous people are using
recording technologies and online dictionaries to digitize and preserve their endangered
language, Western Apache.”

However, cultures—particularly in Least Developed Countries (LDCs)—without access
and stakes in these digital resources face the risk of deletion; their customs and histories are
wiped by globalization. In a document defining digital inclusion, the UN highlights that the
digital divide not only contributes to the manifestation and amplification of cultural disparities
but also extends beyond the simple distinction between people online and people offline; these
cultural gaps and barriers are shaped not just by access to internet resources but also by who
controls them. The document emphasizes how “many digital spaces reflect the preferences, bias,
and motivations of those who throughout the years have had the most opportunities to access
computers and the Internet [resulting] in technology design [privileging] some, for example, men
over women, urban over rural, and elites over those economically disadvantaged.”*

The Secretary General of the International Federation of Coalitions for Cultural Diversity,
Marie-Julie Desrochers, discusses these biases in digital influence by claiming that “American
content is consistently overconsumed,” with algorithms substantially spreading United
States-centric culture and the English language globally, overshadowing local cultures.* This is a
phenomenon known as media imperialism—referring to the dominance of one nation's media
and cultural products over another, projecting the norms, cultures, and values represented by the
country controlling the media onto the country being influenced, eroding local cultures,
traditions, and media practices. Thus, allowing access to technology is not enough to ensure
digital equity. The same resources responsible for bridging the gap between nations and cultures
may inadvertently limit diverse consumption by promoting biased exposure. To truly address the
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digital and cultural divide, it is essential to adjust the creation and discoverability of digital
content with a focus on cultural inclusivity.

Case Study: Nigeria

The ramifications of media imperialism can be seen in Nigeria, as their most significant
local film industry, Nollywood, competes with American media’s dominance. Nollywood
emerged in the early 1990s, sparking rapid growth in producing low-budget, high-volume films
that resonated with local audiences. UNESCO’s Institute for Statistics declared that by 2009,
Nollywood was producing more films than Hollywood, becoming the second-largest film
industry in the world by volume.? However, in 2020, Netflix launched in Nigeria, bringing a
surge of American films and TV shows to the country.?”’” With its algorithmic preferences for
Western content, Netflix became a powerful competitor to Nollywood, especially among
Nigeria's growing urban middle class, drawn to Hollywood's higher production values and global
appeal. While Nollywood still dominates African cinema—and has created Nigerian movies in
collaboration with Netflix— the influx of American media is gradually creating challenges for
Nollywood in retaining domestic viewership, as more Nigerians turn to foreign content for
entertainment, leading to concerns over cultural erosion.

The impact of American media is also reflected in Nigeria’s language use. As researchers
at the University of Lagos present, “the amalgamation [or combination] of the Northern and the
Southern Protectorates of Nigeria in 1914 [under British colonial rule] turned the various ethnic
and linguistic nationalities into nation states under the British colonial rule with the imposition of
English language as official language of administration, commerce/business and other official
transactions.”® After Nigerian independence in 1960, the government kept English as an official
language due to the country’s multilingual nature.?” In attempts to counter the erosion of local
languages, Nigeria’s National Policy on Education mandated that since 1977, “children should be
taught in their mother tongue or the ‘language of the immediate community’ in the foundational
stages of primary school,” yet this policy has not been implemented efficiently, with the
previous study from the University of Lagos indicating that “most young Nigerians cannot speak
their mother tongues ... because their parents and their schools simply discourage children from
speaking them at home and school respectively where the Indigenous languages are termed

%“Nigeria Surpasses Hollywood as World’s Second Largest Film Producer — UN | UN News,” United Nations, May 5, 2005,
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‘vernaculars.”*' The dominance of English continues to be reinforced by the increasing
consumption of American media and the rise of social media platforms. Platforms like
Instagram, Twitter, and TikTok, widely adopted in Nigeria in the 2010s, primarily use English
and promote Western cultural norms. This has contributed to the decline of native languages like
Efik, Ibibio, Igbo, Yoruba, and thus, their cultures. This shift reflects the deepening influence of
American media on Nigerian culture and language.

Groups Impacted

It is vital to understand what factors are determining the discrepancies to understand the
extent to which digital equity is affected by culture. Research indicates that groups favored by
the government tend to have better internet access than the rest of the population. Meanwhile, it
may be these same groups that benefit the most by utilizing digital advancements to preserve
their culture and promote ethnic inclusion, as demonstrated by the Apache tribes in Arizona that
employ online dictionaries and recording technology to conserve their unique language.*

The digital divide is additionally apparent along economic lines, suggesting that
lower-income communities and less-developed countries often lack internet infrastructure and
access. Research conducted by UNESCO determined that over 60% of individuals in developing
countries lack internet access; when comparing this to the 2-30% of people in developed
countries without internet- the extent of the divide is evident.” This redirects attention back to
the systemic flaw in digital accessibility/ distribution.*

Artificial Intelligence

Artificial intelligence is debated among changemakers as a means of bridging both digital
and cultural divides, especially with the development of translation tools that would allow
individuals who only speak their local languages to participate and communicate in the global
digital sphere. This Al function is demonstrated in platforms like Instagram, where comments
written under a post in another language can be instantaneously translated and read by the
platform user. However, there is the concern that Al imposes ethical concerns amongst the
population, including the limiting of cultural and expressive rights.*> Nevertheless, fixing these
concerns and cooperating to develop safe and responsible utilization of Artificial Intelligence
across the globe is suspected to be a powerful tool in establishing digital equity and cooperation
concerning culture. Secretary-General Antonio Guterres highlights artificial intelligence as one

31 Osoba, Joseph Babasola, and Tajudeen Afolabi Alebiosu. “Language Preference as a Precursor to Displacement and Extinction in Nigeria: The
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of the eight critical areas of action to achieve digital cooperation.*® Doing this is a stepping stone
in establishing and maintaining trust in the digital environment to expand digital collaboration.
This means the combating of cybercrime and the protection of digital human rights must be
properly assured and addressed before the digital divide begins to narrow.”’

Education with SDG-4

In 2015, as part of the Incheon Declaration, 184 member states in the United Nations
Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO) adopted the Education 2030
Framework for Action to implement SDG-4.** The framework consists of 10 goals that
collectively focus on creating educational equity in quality, technology, and more. The
framework proposes possible development strategies, funding, and coordination for countries to
implement. UNESCO also conducts the Global Education Monitoring (GEM) report annually to
track each country's progress towards improving learning experiences and digital
transformation.” For example, Germany reported allocating 6.5 billion euros to enhance digital
infrastructure across 40,000 schools, while Andorra highlighted new strategies within their

country to improve digital skills and teacher support.*

Collaboration in SDG-17

SDG-17 aims to “strengthen the means of implementation and revitalize the Global
Partnership for sustainable development.”*' Understanding the role of global collaboration in
change-making is crucial. Building upon the outlines, priorities, and perspectives of different
leaders and nations allows the international community to implement a more inclusive and
holistic approach to addressing international affairs. UNESCO launched the Global Education
Coalition in 2020 to protect education through more than 200 partnerships with governments,
international organizations, NGOs, and private companies.** Government-sponsored
advancements towards accomplishing UN-wide established goals are imperative for nations'
collaboration to even the digital equity field. However, policy and government is not the only
solutions: private-public partnerships and NGOs provide a different perspective and approach
where aid is provided for those in need on all fronts. NGOs such as Team4Tech support more

36 "SECRETARY-GENERAL'S ROADMAP FOR DIGITAL COOPERATION." United Nations. Accessed September 19, 2024.
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than 90 countries and 700 other NGOs, providing $550,000 in services and resources to improve
the quality of education and bridge the digital divide alongside each nation’s policies.*

Future Directions and Emerging Challenges

The rapidly evolving nature of digital technology presents ongoing challenges for
achieving and maintaining digital equity. Emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence,
5G networks, and quantum computing promise new opportunities but may also exacerbate
existing inequalities without careful planning and implementation. The World Economic Forum
identifies several critical areas for future focus, including adaptive infrastructure models,
sustainable funding mechanisms, and innovative approaches to digital inclusion.*

Demographic shifts and urbanization trends will continue to shape the landscape of
digital equity. As populations become increasingly concentrated in urban areas, the challenge of
providing equitable digital access to rural and remote communities may intensify. Future
planning must consider these demographic trends while ensuring that development strategies
remain flexible and adaptable.

The role of private sector innovation in promoting digital equity continues to evolve.
New business models and technological solutions offer potential pathways to expanded access,
but these must be balanced against public interest considerations and regulatory oversight. The
International Telecommunication Union emphasizes the importance of maintaining competitive
markets while ensuring universal access to essential digital services.®

Call to Action

One-third of the world's population does not have access to modern technology. Even
more people, primarily in low-income communities and emerging nations, have in-equitable
access to the digital technology and information infrastructure that members of developed
nations have access to*®. When closing the digital divide, the international community must
recognize the difference between “equity” and “equality.” Every situation is different, and the
UN needs to work within different cultures, mindsets, behaviors, and economic conditions to
ensure that communities worldwide can digitally connect with and participate in society,
education, and their cultures on an even footing with the rest of the world.

4 “Education Nonprofit Impact Accelerator: Non-Profit Organization.” Team4Tech, September 17, 2024. https://team4tech.org/education-
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Guiding Questions for Research

1. What are the most significant barriers preventing rural and low-income communities from
accessing digital infrastructure, and how can these barriers be effectively addressed at a national
and global level?

2. How does digital inequity contribute to systemic inequalities in education, healthcare, and
economic opportunities, particularly in developing nations?

3. What role do public-private partnerships play in addressing the digital divide, and what successful
models can be applied across different regions?

4. How can emerging technologies like artificial intelligence, 5G, and quantum computing be
leveraged to bridge the digital divide without exacerbating existing inequalities?

5. What lessons can be learned from case studies such as Sudan's Learning Passport or Nigeria’s
Nollywood to develop culturally inclusive digital solutions?

Guiding Questions For Debate

1. Should governments prioritize urban digital infrastructure over rural areas to maximize economic
returns, or should resources be evenly distributed regardless of economic potential?

2. How can the international community balance cultural preservation with the globalizing effects of
digital platforms dominated by Western content?

3. Is the push for universal digital access realistic given current funding, technological, and political
constraints, or should efforts focus on region-specific solutions?

4. What role should international organizations, such as the United Nations, play in regulating the
ethical use of artificial intelligence to ensure digital equity and cultural inclusivity?

5. To what extent should developed nations bear the responsibility of funding and supporting digital
equity initiatives in developing nations?

A Note From The Authors

The digital divide presents both a critical challenge and an unprecedented opportunity for global
transformation. Our research demonstrates how disparities in digital access create
self-reinforcing cycles that affect education, culture, and economic development worldwide.
Through case studies and analysis, we have aimed to provide a foundation for understanding
these interconnected challenges.

We encourage delegates to use this document as a starting point for debate, adapting its insights
to align with their nations' unique circumstances and policy priorities. Whether focusing on
educational initiatives, cultural preservation, or infrastructure development, this research offers
context without prescribing universal solutions.

As you shape the discussion on digital equity, consider how your nation's approach might
transform cycles of disadvantage into cycles of opportunity. We look forward to seeing how you
will contribute to this vital dialogue.

The UNESCO Team
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