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Abstract

In an increasingly digital world, the digital divide poses a significant barrier to inclusive development, exacerbating
inequalities in access to education, employment, healthcare, and economic opportunities. This paper explores the
interplay between digital literacy and inclusion, examining current statistics on the digital divide, global initiatives to
promote digital literacy, and strategies for bridging the gap. Drawing on recent data and research, it highlights how
enhancing digital skills can drive progress toward the United Nations Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs),
particularly SDG 4 (Quality Education) and SDG 10 (Reduced Inequalities). The analysis reveals that while global
internet penetration has reached 73.2% as of October 2025, approximately 2.6 billion people remain offline, primarily
in low-income and rural areas. Bridging this divide requires an estimated investment of USD 2.6-2.8 trillion, focusing
on infrastructure, affordability, and skills development. The paper concludes with recommendations for policymakers,
emphasizing public-private partnerships and targeted education programs to foster inclusive digital ecosystems.
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1. Introduction

The digital revolution has transformed societies, economies, and governance structures worldwide. However, this
transformation has not been equitable, leading to a persistent digital divide that separates those with access to digital
technologies from those without. As of 2025, the digital divide encompasses not only access to internet and devices
but also the skills needed to utilize them effectively—termed digital literacy. Digital literacy involves the ability to
access, analyze, evaluate, and create information using digital tools, which is essential for participation in modern
society.

This divide hinders inclusive development, defined as growth that benefits all segments of society, including
marginalized groups such as rural populations, women, and low-income communities. The United Nations emphasizes
bridging the digital divide to achieve the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, as digital exclusion perpetuates
poverty cycles and limits access to essential services. In regions like Africa, urban internet usage stands at 57%,
compared to just 23% in rural areas, illustrating stark disparities.
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This research paper aims to investigate the role of promoting digital literacy in addressing the digital divide and
fostering inclusive development. It reviews current statistics, analyzes key initiatives, assesses impacts, and proposes
strategies based on global evidence.

2. Literature Review:

Existing literature underscores the multifaceted nature of the digital divide. Early studies focused on access gaps, but
recent works emphasize usage, skills, and outcomes. For instance, the Broadband Commission's reports highlight
progress toward universal connectivity by 2025, noting that while mobile broadband coverage is near-universal in
some regions, affordability and skills remain barriers.

Research on digital literacy's impact shows it enhances social inclusion by improving access to information and
opportunities. A randomized control trial in Bangladesh demonstrated that digital technology interventions promote
inclusive development during crises, such as improving economic resilience. Similarly, studies in rural China indicate
that digital literacy boosts participation in digital villages among left-behind women, increasing their engagement with
government services.

On inclusive development, digital literacy aligns with SDGs by accelerating goals like quality education and gender
equality. One study found that enhancing digital skills can drive progress toward multiple SDGs, including reducing
inequalities. However, biases in Al training data exacerbate divides, necessitating literacy programs to ensure equitable
Al benefits.

Gaps in the literature include limited focus on 2025-specific trends, such as Al's role in widening divides, and region-
specific strategies for low-income countries.

3. Methodology:

This paper adopts a systematic literature review approach, synthesizing data from secondary sources including reports
from international organizations (e.g., ITU, UNESCO, World Bank), academic journals, and recent web-based
publications. Searches were conducted using keywords like "digital divide statistics 2025," "promoting digital literacy
initiatives global," "impact of digital literacy on inclusive development," and "bridging digital divide strategies 2025."
Tools such as web searches and semantic analyses on platforms like X (formerly Twitter) were employed to gather
diverse, up-to-date perspectives, ensuring representation from multiple stakeholders. Inclusion criteria focused on
sources published between 2021 and 2025, with emphasis on empirical data and policy recommendations. Qualitative
synthesis was used to identify themes, while quantitative data (e.g., statistics) were extracted for analysis.

4. Findings and Discussion:
Current State of the Digital Divide:

As of October 2025, global internet users’ number 6.04 billion, representing 73.2% of the population. Despite this
growth, 2.6 billion people remain offline, with the divide shifting toward usage and skills gaps. In the United States,
nearly 48 million workers (one-third of the workforce) lack foundational digital skills, highlighting a "new digital
divide" focused on effective usage rather than mere access.

Rural-urban disparities persist globally. In the U.S., 22.3% of rural Americans lack broadband, compared to 1.5% in
urban areas. In Africa, the gap is even wider, with rural internet usage at 23% versus 57% urban. Gender divides also
remain, with women facing barriers in access and skills, though global digital financial services have reached 64%
adoption. The ITU's ICT Development Index 2025 shows steady progress, with low-income economies gaining fastest,
but affordability issues hinder universality.
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Initiatives Promoting Digital Literacy:

Global initiatives are addressing these gaps. UNESCO calls for Al literacy to prevent a new digital divide, urging
leaders to integrate it into education. The European Commission has issued guidelines for teachers to foster digital
literacy and combat disinformation. Libraries worldwide are incorporating media and information literacy (MIL)
programs, as seen in the 2024 Global MIL Week.

In developing regions, Zambia's UN-supported digital transformation includes infrastructure expansion and literacy
training. Adult literacy programs emphasize digital resilience, providing access to technology for underserved groups.
These efforts align with promoting literacy in the digital era, using tools like meta-analyses showing digital resources
enhance engagement and personalization.

Impact on Inclusive Development:

Digital literacy significantly influences inclusive development. It drives financial inclusion, with studies showing joint
effects of literacy and blockchain adoption in Africa, Asia, and Latin America. In education, interventions using logic
and math through digital tools improve outcomes for elementary students, promoting equity.

Broader impacts include social empowerment, where literacy overcomes access barriers and enables effective
technology use. In health care, bridging divides ensures equitable digital tools, addressing gaps in access and literacy.
For Al readiness, digital literacy is prerequisite, preventing exclusion in intelligent economies.

Strategies for Bridging the Divide:

Effective strategies include local leadership and mission-driven providers, supported by policy reforms. Public-private
collaborations, such as using schools as connectivity hubs, are key. Investments in infrastructure and skills, estimated
at USD 2.6-2.8 trillion, are essential.

National strategies should align governments, corporations, and NGOs, leveraging innovations like small language
models (SLMs) for marginalized communities. In South Africa, regulatory reforms aim to dismantle barriers for
affordable internet. Digital Inclusion Week 2025 showcases collective efforts to ensure access for all.

5. Conclusion:

Promoting digital literacy is pivotal to bridging the digital divide and achieving inclusive development. With 2.6
billion offline and persistent skills gaps, urgent action is needed through investments, education, and partnerships. By
2030, targeted strategies can realize universal meaningful connectivity, aligning with global SDGs. Policymakers
should prioritize Al-inclusive literacy, rural infrastructure, and equitable policies to empower all citizens in the digital
age.
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