
The Digital Divide and world 

information flows 

Map of Internet traffic, http://blog.betterplace.org/en/category/digital-divide/ 



Overview 

• What is the “digital divide”? 

• Dimensions of the digital divide 

• World information flows: N-S 

• World information flows: S-N & S-S 

 



What is the “digital divide”? 

• “Information gap” 

– Information rich & information poor 

– Information “haves and “have-nots” 

• Digital divide 

– Hot topic, cooling down? 

– Attention shift:  from “digital” to...  A2K? 

– Knowledge ecology? (see www.keionline.org)  

– Question: How does the digital divide touch us? 

http://www.keionline.org/


Definitions 

American Library Association:  

 Differences due to geography, race, economic status, 
gender and physical inability 

 * in access to information through the Internet, 
 and other information technologies and services 

 * in the skills, knowledge and abilities to use 
 information, the Internet and other 
 technologies 

American (domestic) 

perspective  

Emphasis on technology 

Several dimensions 



Well-off 

Urban 

White 

Men, adults 

Non-challenged, etc. 

Poor 

Rural 

Black 

Women, children 

Physically challenged, etc. 

“Poor” 
“Rich” 

Within societies and nations 



USA 

UK 

Australia 

South Africa, etc. 

Lesotho 

Cambodia 

Nicaragua 

South Africa, etc. 

“Poor” 
“Rich” 

Question: Why is 

South Africa 

mentioned twice? 

Between societies & nations 



Money*Workstations*Modems* 

Connectivity*Software*Hardware 

“Poor” 
“Rich” 

Framing the problem as a 

digital divide, makes the 

solution seem obvious. 

The Solution? 



The Solution! 

Or is it? 



Question: When we 

bridge the “digital 

divide”, which way will 

the information flow?  



Dimensions 
Not just technology -- Rao (2000): the 8 Cs of 

success in the Internet economy 

• Connectivity 

• Content 

• Community 

• Commerce  

• Capacity 

• Culture 

• Cooperation 

• Capital 

Rao, M. (2000) Struggling with the digital divide: Internet infrastructure, content and 

culture. Is a progressive Internet environment enough to close the gap between north 

and south? E-OTI: On the Internet (October), available at:  

www.isoc.org/oti/printversions/1000rao.html. Summarized by Paul (2002) and expanded 

slightly  in Lor, P.J. (2003) National libraries and the digital divide. Mousaion 21(2):62-78.  

http://www.isoc.org/oti/printversions/1000rao.html


Critique of the concept 

• Mark Warschauer  “Reconceptualizing the 
digital divide”  First Monday 7(7), July 2002 

• http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/
index.php/fm/article/view/967/888 

• Three vignettes  
– “Hole in the Wall” 

– Ennis (Irish village) 

– Computer lab (Egypt) 

http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/967/888
http://firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/view/967/888


Digital divide? 
 
Flawed concept 
Reality more complex 
but 
Useful for raising 
awareness 

Image  W3C: 
http://www.w3.org/2006/11/mwiparis_digi

taldivide/all.htm#%284%29 



North-
South 
information 
flows 

Image: Nasa, http://antwrp.gsfc.nasa.gov/apod/image/earth_1_apollo17_big.gif 



North-South information flows 
• Information as a resource for development 

• Cost of information 

• Aid: North-South flow to help “under-
developed” countries 

– FDI, Governmental & non-governmental aid 

– Unintended consequences 

 



North-South Flows 
• Some aspects to consider 

– Barriers experienced by scholars in the South 

– Globalization and IPRs 

– Attempts to overcome barriers  

– Unintended consequences 

– Potential of the Open Access movement 



Attempts to overcome barriers 

• Schemes to assist in gaining access to 
literature 

– INASP 

• INASP:  International Network for Access to Scientific 
Publications 

• PERii: Programme for Enhancement of Research 
Information 

• http://www.inasp.info/file/5f65fc90178603388828814
02dc594e4/perii.html 

http://www.inasp.info/file/5f65fc9017860338882881402dc594e4/perii.html
http://www.inasp.info/file/5f65fc9017860338882881402dc594e4/perii.html




Attempts to overcome barriers (2) 

• Schemes to assist in gaining access to 
literature 

– Others, e.g. HINARI 

• Health InterNetwork (HIN) Access to Research Initiative 





Unintended consequences 

• Disappointing usage 

• Sustainability 

• Donor dependence 

• Overlook own resources 

 
What about open access? 







South-North  
& South-
South 
information 
flows 

Image: Nasa, http://antwrp.gsfc.nasa.gov/apod/image/earth_1_apollo17_big.gif 



South-North information flows 

• Small relative to North-South 

• Neglect & exploitation 

• Forms of information flow 

– Scholarly information 

– Purchase of publications 

– Archives & MS resources 

– Indigenous knowledge 

– Research data 

– Brain drain 

 



Scholarly content 

• Contributions by African scholars & 
scientists to international literature 

• A trickle, why? 
– Quality standards of international 

journals 
– Prejudice 
– Perception of relevance 
– Poor language skills (English) 
– Poor resources; out of date  (N-S flow) 
– Local journals unsatisfactory 
– Poor coverage in indexing & abstracting 

databases 

 

http://sajlis.journals.ac.za/pub 

http://sajlis.journals.ac.za/pub


http://www.ajol.info/ 

http://www.ajol.info/


South-South information flows 

• Barriers 

– Dependence on former colonial powers 

– Dominance of western science & scholarship 
• Own work undervalued 

• Dependence on databases 

– Communication links 

– Linguistic barriers 

• Internet, e-journals & open access offer hope 



The Facebook Map of the World, 2010 
 
Map of Facebook  friend links, augmented with superimposed maps of “the 
Earth at night”, airline routes and transoceanic data cables.  

http://robotmonkeys.net/2010/12/18/the-facebook-map/ 

What will it look like in 2020? 


