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Introduction
Conventional definitions of access in the Internet policy discussions are 
highly plastic and are selectively molded to suit commercial interest of 
specific groups. The notion of access is often premised on the idea that 
existing demands could be met if only Internet was made affordable. In 
this brief, we show how slight modification in the criteria of affordability 
leads to a completely different scenario of access (and non-access) to 
broadband Internet.

Access to the Internet is measured as the count of Internet-enabled 
sim-cards or the subscription statistics. Clearly, tenuous assumptions 
are implicit in the access indices favored by the industry and Internet 
policies. Many find such a design approach as attractive because one can 
select a list of indicators from international databases and construct the 
indices. However, they are neither conclusive in their assessment of the 
digital divide at the national level nor do they lend well to the theories of 
information society. This is a symptom of a larger problem though.

Digital inequality theories that extend beyond the binary view and 
techno-deterministic leanings are indeed extremely hard to test. The 
models usually have a complex inter-relationship between individual 
characteristics, dimensions of inequality, and real-life outcomes. 
Inequalities accumulate at every block in the model and affect the outcomes 
of use. In absence of a model that is both theoretically and empirically 
grounded, many reductionist perspectives of access and inequality are 
found both in academia and policy domain. Binary underpinning of the 
digital divide and the reduction of information and communications 
technologies (ICTs) to the one Internet are therefore still very common.

Much has to be done in research and policy to understand digital 
exclusion in Nepal. Digital inclusion is a multifaceted construct that 
includes attitudes, (types of) access, skills, and engagement with the 
technologies. In our earlier work we unveiled how the dominant narrative 
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of Nepali Internet misses out the information 
stratification in Nepali society.1 This brief explains 
why it is problematic to reduce digital divide to a 
single outcome indicator such as physical access. 
Internet policies have adopted unidirectional 
access indices that directly link physical access 
(or connectivity) to effective use moving society 
towards absolute informatization. They simply 
dismiss the stratification model without providing 
any evidence to rule out the possibility that unequal 
access to the Internet (or ICTs) can become a new 
structural factor in social inequality. This brief is 
an attempt to reveal the fragility of that enterprise.

Background
Access may be a policy goal as in the case of 
“universal access,” where objective is to increase 
the coverage of the Internet infrastructure 
and online services at a national scale. In this 
sense, access is read as construction of ever 
expanding physical infrastructure. Statistics 
from the telecommunication industry is taken 
as indicators of the progress to the Internet. The 
monthly report by Nepal Telecommunications 
Authority (NTA) publishes subscription numbers, 
apparently measuring diffusion and coverage of 
voice and broadband services. The indicators of 
access measure the rate at which technologies 
are spreading. Enablers (or barriers) of access are 
then identified to improve diffusion and coverage. 
Affordability and (digital) literacy are spelled out 
as two main obstacles to universal access. The 
policy solution then seeks to make the technology 
affordable and execute digital literacy programs 
for the users of technology. It is assumed that 
with these policies in place, people will use the 
technology in a way that benefits them. Phrases 
like “access and affordability” and “access and 

1 Martin Chautari. 2018. Moving Beyond Access: 
The Landscape of Internet Use and Digital Inequality in 
Nepal. Research Brief 23. Kathmandu: Martin Chautari.  
Available at www.martinchautari.org.np/files/Research-Brief 
-23_English.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019.

literacy” are used together with the notions of 
infrastructure and information. Access, in other 
words, is physical access (to the Internet) as well 
as an ability (to access information).

Access is often exchanged with the concept 
of connectivity. In the late nineties, universal 
access in Nepal was about ensuring voice services 
for those who would otherwise not have or 
afford it. Amidst the sense of obligation to avail 
telecommunication services, the idea of universal 
service obligation (USO) took shape.2 The Internet 
was tied to telephone services. In contrast, fixed 
line, mobile phone, WiFi, and other digital 
technologies allow people to communicate these 
days. Digital communication networks carry 
voice, data, and video. The term connectivity 
today masks the implementation of the variety of 
technologies delivering the broadband services. 
People have access to connectivity if they are 
within the reach of a bundle of technologies 
that allows for communication and access to 
information.3 Connectivity is therefore only one 
of the dimensions of access.4 Connectivity policies 

2 USO was coined to ensure consumers in the urban 
areas could get telecommunication services on demand. 
For rural areas and those households who could not afford 
installation of the telephone, the notion of universal access 
was presented to provide access to shared telephones 
such as through telephone booths. See, GoN. 2004. 
Telecommunication Policy, 2060 v.s. Available at https://
nta.gov.np/wp-content/uploads/2012/06/Dursanchar-
Niti-2060.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019.

3 See, the position of digital connectivity on page 23 
of Frost & Sullivan. 2019. 2019 Digital Nepal Framework: 
Unlocking Nepal’s Growth Potential. Available at https://
mocit.gov.np/application/resources/admin/uploads/source/
EConsultation/EN%20Digital%20Nepal%20Framework%20
V8.4%2015%20July%20%202019.pdf; accessed August 11, 
2019.

4 Access is often viewed as a multi-dimensional concept. 
Connectivity, affordability, and capability are some of 
the popularly used dimensions, specifically in the policy 
domain. See, Gerster, Richard and Sonja Zimmermann. 
2003. Information and Communication Technologies 
(ICTs) for Poverty Reduction? Switzerland: DR Druckerei 
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are largely taken as about providing access to the 
Internet with a focus on the physical aspects of the 
infrastructure. Terms like availability, speed, and 
capacity feature prominently in such documents.5 
Though physical access is prominent in the 
literature, access as a concept is a much broader 
human-centered enterprise whereas connectivity 
focuses on devices and networks. 

It did not take long, however, to understand that 
physical access did not guarantee use. Evidence 
could not establish a causal correspondence. 
The digital divide research then shifted to use 
(or non-use) and differential in use, especially 
in developed countries where connectivity was 
within the reach of a significant percentage of the 
population. Physical access was now only a step 
towards use but not all uses were the same. A 
much broader term inequality therefore replaced 
the term divide that had referred to differential in 
access. Access to technologies and online services 
were insufficient to guarantee social, economic 
or political benefits. Inequalities were observed 
along all levels in access, adoption, appropriation, 
and outcome cycle. Several levels of digital divide 
corresponded to inequalities in skill, usage, 
and outcomes. There is some understanding of 
socio-demographic factors that were linked to 
technology adoption. However, we still know very 

Richterswil. Available at www.gersterconsulting.ch/docs/
ICT_for_Poverty_Reduction.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019.

5 It is common to find definitions like “connectivity 
is about having access to the internet” and “connectivity 
refers to the availability, speed, capacity and affordability of 
internet and mobile phone signals” in connectivity policy 
discussions. See, Richards, Shoshannah A. 2018. 12th Internet 
Governance Forum Report. P. 1. Available at https://eurossig.
eu/eurossig/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Shoshannah-
Richards-IGF-2017-Report.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019 
and Victoria, Parliament. 2014. Final Report: Inquiry 
into the Opportunities for People to Use Telecommuting 
and E-Business to Work Remotely in Rural and Regional 
Victoria. Victoria: Rural and Regional Committee, p. 135.  
Available at www.parliament.vic.gov.au/file_uploads/ITEB_
Final_Report_5Bb5YMMb.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019.

little about how socio-demographic (such as age 
and income), individual (such as motivation and 
attitude) and contextual (such as social influence 
and risk) factors lead to digital inequality. 

The popular usage of access implicitly assumes a 
direct channel to real-life benefits. The traditional 
haves and have-nots division of access is a case 
in point. Internet is ascribed with the potential 
to transcend structural inequality and fix the 
problems of development. On a national scale, 
the physical access is causally linked to national 
development.6 Influential international agencies 
played a role in Nepali government’s emphasis on 
the broadband infrastructure. In 2011, a United 
Nation report called for immediate investments 
in broadband infrastructure. Countries failing 
to do so would “lose the opportunity to reap the 
economic and social benefits that broadband 
brings.”7 The message was clear and quantified: 
invest in broadband infrastructure (fiber and 
wireless) and developing countries will get a 
boost of 1.38 percentage point to the GDP growth 
for every 10 percent increase in broadband 
penetration. The limitation of these original 
estimations is well known. Scholarly works 

6 Visions of access (and connectivity) in national-level 
frameworks and ICT policies have claims that are deemed 
self-evident. Increase in broadband Internet coverage will 
lead to observable economic growth is one such claim. 
This is despite the mixed and inconclusive evidence in 
the literature. Same literature reinforce the technological 
fixes inform that current structural and geographical 
imbalances have to be rectified before such imaginations 
can take shape. See, Pandey, Shailesh and Nischal Regmi. 
2018. Changing Connectivities and Renewed Priorities: 
Status and Challenges Facing Nepali Internet. First Monday 
23(1). and Martin Chautari. 2014. Universal Connectivity 
in Nepal: A Policy Review. Research Brief 12. Kathmandu: 
Martin Chautari. Available at www.martinchautari.org.
np/files/ResearchBrief12-UniversalConnectivityInNepal_
APolicyReview.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019.

7 UN Broadband Commission. 2011. Broadband: A 
Platform for Progress. Geneva: ITU/UNESCO. Available at 
www.itu.int/pub/S-POL-BROADBAND.06-2011; accessed 
August 11, 2019.
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since then suggest the pay-offs for less-advanced 
economies are uncertain.8 More significantly, 
most empirical studies on ICT and development 
are largely on developed countries. The influential 
ones among them are reports from the industry 
or advocacy group that lack the scholarly scrutiny. 
Nevertheless, Internet is portrayed as opening 
doors for globalized workforce to the international 
market by the virtue of having access to it. Such 
a plug and play framing affords the problems of 
digital inequalities to be “fixed” locally. Access to 
the Internet (broadband) has remained a powerful 
allure for national policies in the less-developed 
economies.

Affordability and Access
Internet policies often define access as a demand 
concept. Assuming that there is unquestionable 
demand, Internet policies recast the problem of 
access as chiefly that of affordability. Affordability 
is about the “degree of fit” between the full costs 
to the individual user and her ability to pay within 
the constraints of the household budget and 
other demands on that budget. The simplest way 
to measure affordability is to compare Internet 
expenses with income. The full cost includes cost 
of the connection/data, the device costs and repair 
and maintenance costs. However, only the cost of 
connection is usually explicit in the phrasing of 
offardability. 

The UN Broadband Commission, for instance, 
assume that the Internet is affordable if the 
connection cost is less than two-percent monthly 
per capita income of the household. The two-

8 For instance, the effect of Internet availability has effect 
on economic growth and it has an effect back to Internet 
availability. Furthermore, the estimators did not have 
sufficient control for variables such as better governance 
which increases both Internet availability and economic 
growth. See, Galperin, Hernan and M. Fernanda Viecens. 
2017. Connected for Development? Theory and Evidence 
about the Impact of Internet Technologies on Poverty 
Alleviation. Development Policy Review 35(3): 315–336.

percent threshold is what an average household 
pays for broadband Internet in developed 
countries. By connection, the report meant an 
entry-level broadband connection, the value for 
which varies across countries. A connection is 
classified as broadband in Nepal when it delivers 
speed of more than 512Kbps.9

Figure 1 shows a comparison between the 
Internet costs and household income in Nepal. 10 
An entry-level broadband connection advertised 
at 20Mbps costs about Rs. 1,400 per month.11 A 
cheaper but significantly slower 5Mbps ADSL 
connection offered by Nepal Telecom has set 
a monthly cost of Rs. 800. The two-percent 
affordability target set by the UN Broadband 
Commission is at Rs. 186.12 Similar is the case 
for mobile broadband. A gigabyte of mobile data 
watching two movies at a low quality costs Rs. 

9 A short explanation of why 512Kbps is neither-here-
nor-there policy target is available at http://martinchautari.
org.np/blog/2016/12/02/whats-with-the-512-kbps/; 
accessed August 11, 2019.

10 The per capita monthly income was taken from the 
Economic Survey 2017/18. The tariff for the fixed Internet 
was taken from WorldLink which is the largest Internet 
service provider in Nepal (www.worldlink.com.np;  
accessed August 11, 2019). Only Nepal Telecom offers 
ADSL service (see www.ntc.net.np/pages/view/adsl-tariff; 
accessed August 11, 2019). Nepal Telecom charges Rs. 1 per 
Megabyte (MB) for mobile Internet (see www.ntc.net.np/
pages/view/gsm-3g-service-call-tariff; accessed August 11, 
2019).

11 ISPs do not guarantee in contract that you get “at least” 
or even “on average” 20Mbps. It is an “at most” figure with 
actual speed slower. The ISPs do not have an obligation to 
guarantee their customer a peak-time speed. If NTA was 
to enforce code of practice where ISPs have to provide 
an estimate of Internet speed they can expect from their 
service, the 20Mbps Internet might be marketed at 10Mbps 
instead. 

12 Monthly GNI per capita in the fiscal year 2017/18 was 
estimated to be Rs. 9,277. See, GoN. 2018. Economic Survey 
2017/18. Available at https://mof.gov.np/uploads/document/
file/for%20web_Economic%20Survey%202075%20Full%20
Final%20for%20WEB%20_20180914091500.pdf; accessed 
August 11, 2019.
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1,000.13 The world average is seven gigabytes per 
month, which is itself about five-times lesser than 
the average in Europe and North America.14 To 
be consistent with the affordability definition of 
the fixed Internet, Rs. 186 should get Nepali users 
thirty gigabytes of mobile data for a month. 

Figure 1: Comparison of Internet tariff and average per capita 
monthly Income.

We get a contrasting picture of exclusion 
with slight modifications in the criteria on 
affordability. Affordability definitions as the one 
mentioned above, talk about the cost of the entry-
level broadband Internet. There are two major 
issues with the definition. First, the assumption 
that Internet is a basic need is implicit in the 
definition. Affordability therefore compares cost 
of the Internet connection against income and 
not against expenditure and savings. There is no 
empirical evidence to claim Internet is a basic need. 
Anecdotes are not evidences. Second, guarantee 
should be on the delivery of online services and 

13 A megabyte of data is being offered at Rs. 1. Several 
data packages in the market offer cheaper rates for large 
volume of data but that has to be consumed within a short 
time or put to specific use (like social media packs). Mobile 
data is inexpensive only if the unconstrained unit (that can 
be used anytime) is affordable.

14 Ericsson. 2018. Ericsson Mobility Report. Available at 
www.ericsson.com/assets/local/mobility-report/documents/ 
2018/ericsson-mobility-report-november-2018.pdf; 
accessed August 11, 2019.

not on speed. Internet policies should guarantee 
delivery of a set of essential online services to all 
households. Speed and other parameters of the 
connection needed for quality service delivery 
will follow. We now propose two better definitions 
that address these issues. 

The first definition drops the implicit “basic 
needs” assumption. It focuses on expenditure rather 
than income because not all household will define 
Internet as a basic need. It also makes entry-level 
download speed (or bandwidth) a dynamic target. 
Definition: An Internet connection is affordable if 
the cost [as percentage of household expenditure] 
for the [common] Internet connection does 
not affect the spending on expenditure on their 
everyday needs. Per capita monthly savings was 
about Rs. 836 per month in 2015.15 Less than six 
percent of the Nepali households had an Internet 
connection at the time.16 The entry-level fiber 
Internet connection costs Rs. 1,300 per month.17 
This definition also recognizes that Internet 
connection varies across neighborhoods in a city 
and between cities. When the number of Internet 
connections in a locality (or a city) increases, 
the definition of [common] Internet can change. 
Households with connections that fall below the 
new popular Internet are classified as having no 
access or limited access.

The second definition adds a quality 
component to affordability. Service takes the 
center stage away from the raw speed of the 

15 Nepal Rastra Bank. 2015. Fifth Household Budget 
Survey. Kathmandu: Nepal Rastra Bank. Available at www.
nrb.org.np/red/publications/study_reports/Study_Reports-
-Fifth_Household_Budget_Survey_2014-2015.pdf; 
accessed August 11, 2019.

16 Martin Chautari. 2016. Deliver through Mobiles First. 
Research Brief 18. Kathmandu: Martin Chautari. Available 
at www.martinchautari.org.np/mc/files/ResearchBrief18_
Deliver-through-Mobiles-First_June2016.pdf. 

17 The cheapest fiber-based Internet offered by 
WorldLink, the largest ISP in Nepal, was Rs. 1,300/month 
in 2015. We used the Internet Archive (https://web.archive.
org/) to obtain the cost advertised on March 20, 2015. 
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that have highest return-on-investment prospects 
to the industry. ICTs are therefore whittled down 
to a few promising technologies of the time. The 
International Telecommunication Union’s (ITU)
ICT development index (IDI), for instance, 
has an access component. It focuses on 3G and 
later incarnations of mobile telephony when it 
considers individual access and the broadband 
Internet when it comes to household access. Their 
interests are also clear. The telecommunication 
industry and its associations are interested in 
accelerating diffusion, the rate at which these 
technologies spread.

What this index (and similar indices) does 
not address is the “access for what purpose?” 
question. The Internet policies are confined to 
building physical infrastructures and providing 
physical connectivity. The ICT industry also 
sidesteps the other important question “access for 
whom?” by proposing universal connectivity as 
desirable. Universal access/connectivity/services 
are popular policy ideas in the industry. However, 
the digital divide discussions in the industry leaves 
out questions on how persons with disability, low 
income, and marginal social and geographical 
homesteads can have meaningful access that 
translates to real-life benefits for them. 

We are also led to believe that there is a one 
Internet and a common Internet experience 
for all. At any given time, there are competing 
technologies even within the notion of one Internet. 
The very notion of the USO become opaque when 
Internet connectivity could be achieved through 
mobile phones, WiFi (at home), WiFi hotspots, 
fixed-broadband (ADSL and fiber), satellite, 
and any combination of various communication 
technologies. The speed of a service promised 
by the USO varies across countries depending 
on which Internet applications are offered in 
the “basic set of services” that is also “socially 
desirable.” But irrespective of the complexity, 
at present, USO-funds are being used solely in 
infrastructure projects, i.e., physical connectivity. 

connection. Definition: An Internet connection 
is said as unaffordable if a household is using 
substandard Internet connection irrespective of 
the speed of the connection. Put in other words, 
households should have a right to demand 
affordable standard Internet connection. A 
standard connection guarantees delivery of a 
set of online services simultaneously.18 Physical 
parameters of the connection such as downtime 
and average connection speed as well as other 
parameters related to user’s experience such as 
buffering, latency, and average speed per user are 
automatically determined from the guaranteed 
set of services.

Affordability of a broadband connection 
is often the high-priority policy concern. It is 
therefore crucial that the chosen definition of 
affordability is not limited to the question about 
cost of the connection. It has to capture service and 
experience explicitly. An affordable broadband 
connection should guarantee delivery of a set 
of online services simultaneously. If it cannot, 
it should no longer be a broadband connection, 
irrespective of the speed, bandwidth, and other 
network parameters.

Access Indices
Telecommunications industry is biased towards 
the physical infrastructure. The access indicators 
created and adopted by the industry focus on the 
“access to what?” question. These indicators are 
included in the policy and ICT literature because 
they are easily obtainable and because there is a 
strong industry lobbying. The technologies these 
indicators throw on offer are the latest technologies 

18 The Broadband Center of Excellence at the University 
of New Hampshire proposes that a broadband Internet 
should be able to deliver: (i) two simultaneous live video 
conferencing feeds, (ii) streaming of three HD videos, (iii) 
four uninterrupted voice lines, and (iv) constant two-way 
access to Web services, i.e., chat and texting. See, www.unh.
edu/broadband/services-not-just-speed-should-determine-
broadband-classification; accessed August 11, 2019.
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USO itself is a defunct concept that only serves 
historical necessities at present. Nepali users, 
who cannot afford broadband (or want a better 
one to meet their needs), cannot ask for a free or 
subsidized broadband connection under the USO. 
We doubt if there will ever be such provision.

The supply-side interpretation of access is 
related to the availability of the services. The access 
to the Internet is therefore gauged from the count 
of Internet-enabled sim-cards. Indicators of access 
based on subscription measure the percentage of 
active sim-cards with respect to the population. 
Ratio (and not count) is necessary in the mobile-
phone era where people carry more than one 
phone each with slots for multiple sim-cards. 
Further, single accepted definition of an “active” 
subscription does not exist. The most common 
definition around the world takes a subscription 
to be active if it generates revenue in a three-
month period. This definition is problematic. A 
rural farmer who makes a few calls in a month 
(and mostly receives) and a businessperson who 
makes hundreds of calls in a day are both active. 
Definitions that hinge on revenue generating 
use when applied for a data subscriber also 
hide the differential in use. A college student in 
Kathmandu watching videos on mobile phones 
and playing online games is active in the same 
way as a middle-aged office worker only reading 
news. Subscription looks and is conveyed like use 
but clearly it is not.

Many of the indices measuring Internet 
access are limited in their explanatory power. 
Ultimately, access has to be meaningful in 
the lives of the people using the technologies. 
Telecommunication indices that are based around 
subscription numbers do not shed any light on 
the question “access for what purposes?” The 
reason for their popularity in the policy circles 
despite their problematic design is the availability 
of such statistics. Problematic design is evident 
from the substantial information loss. It is very 
common to find “mean years of schooling” 

and “secondary and tertiary gross enrollment 
ratios” used as proxies for ICT and digital skills. 
Again, these numbers are easy to get and can be 
obtained for most countries. You will find these 
two reasons explain the choice of many indicators 
in the indices. These indices also carry hidden 
assumptions in their construction. For example, 
they consider the entire population as potential 
users. It is not surprising that a major portion of 
the policies that relies extensively on such indices 
searches for solutions to connect those that 
are unconnected, uncovering complex reasons 
to explain the unconnected population in the 
process. It can be argued that the digital divide 
agenda is just pursuit of the absolute, in this case 
informatization.

 
Digital Inequality
Affordability and ownership describe physical 
access to devices and technologies. Access to 
the Internet also reflects the user’s capacity to 
benefit from the services, relative to their offline 
circumstance and digital experience. To benefit 
from a service an individual therefore has to 
become a user. But there are multiple steps to 
climb before becoming a user. An individual 
has to have a reason for using the Internet (a 
goal), physical access to a device with Internet 
connection, variety of competencies and digital 
skills, and sufficient time and other resources to 
use a particular service.19

Access and use are dynamic and cyclical in 
the formulation as depicted in Figure 2.20 New 

19 According to one such cumulative and recursive 
model of access, “Access to ICTs” is achievable only when an 
individual becomes a user by climbing four levels of access: 
motivational, material, skills and usage. See, Van Dijk, 
Jan A.G.M. 2005. The Deepening Divide: Inequality in the 
Information Society. New Delhi: Sage Publications.

20 Adapted and modified from Helsper, Ellen J., 
Alexander Van Deursen and Rebecca Eynon. 2015. Tangible 
Outcomes of Internet Use: From Digital Skills to Tangible 
Outcomes Project Report. Available at www.oii.ox.ac.uk/
research/projects/?id=112; accessed August 11, 2019.
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Figure 2: Link between access indicators and benefit

technologies (innovation) and upgrades restart 
the cycle. Restart can happen at any point in 
the cycle. Access therefore cannot be limited 
to technological and economic considerations. 
Such a limited lens frames the problem of digital 
inequalities as principally related to diffusion of 
the technology. It is an error to assume that social 
exclusion and digital exclusion do not influence 
each other. Research acknowledges that unequal 
access to social, cultural, economic, personal and 
political resources affect engagement with the 
ICTs.21 However, there is no general agreement 
on the factors that ensures digital engagement 
is successful in improving people’s lives.22 It is 
with a limited understanding that interventions 
tend to hover around physical access and digital 
literacy, most of which propose erecting physical 
infrastructures. Motivation (goal) is assumed 
as a personal matter, something that people 

21 Helsper, Ellen Johanna. 2012. A Corresponding Fields 
Model for the Links between Social and Digital Exclusion. 
Communication Theory 22(4): 403–426.

22 Helsper, Ellen Johanna. 2012. A Corresponding Fields 
Model for the Links between Social and Digital Exclusion. 
Communication Theory 22(4): 403–426.

ought to bring, hence excluded from policy 
considerations. Naturally, the low centrality of 
Internet in everyday lives of the population is 
unaccounted for in such digital visions. This low 
centrality is misunderstood as negative attitude 
or resistance to new technology of the non-
user. When it surfaces in public discussions, the 
remedy is to accelerate diffusion, erect physical 
infrastructures, and educate the public. It is a 
problematic association since it is not clear how 
the negative attitude is influenced by educational, 
social, and technological background of the 
non-user.23 Consequently, Nepali Internet access 
policies take a binary view of Internet, use versus 
non-use, and cater to users only. Non-users (by 
choice), sporadic users, low users, and dropouts 
are not part of the access typology.

Mobile phones offer an interesting case of 
access. When digital divide literature talks about 
potential benefits from access to mobile phones, 
it is largely in conjunction with the mobile 

23 Reisdorf, Bianca C. and Darja Groselj. 2017. Internet 
(Non-)use Types and Motivational Access: Implications for 
Digital Inequalities Research. New Media & Society 19(8): 
1157–1176.
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Internet.24 Considering the primary use of mobile 
phone is to maintain personal social network 
through voice and SMS, this exclusive attention to 
the Internet is puzzling. Internet is not necessary 
in several contexts of communication. The social 
and economic significance of a mobile phone is 
substantial on its own. Mobile phone is no doubt 
the popular choice as a conduit for Internet 
access worldwide. However, the mobile user and 
the Internet user do not form the same set. Put 
differently technologies may fulfill different types 
of needs for different subsets of people.25 It is 
curious that digital divide research on developed 
economies do not say much about the impact of 
mobile phones.26 Mobile phones are supposed to 
bridge the digital divide exclusively in the third 
world countries. But it seems problematic to 
reduce ICTs, not just mobile phones, to Internet 
and online services.27 Other digital ICTs are also 
conduits for Internet and online services. Access 

24 This is chiefly because smartphones are conceptually 
strongly associated with access to the Internet. This was 
not the case when mobile phones first arrived. Mobile 
phones had a very low computing power. The debate on 
to what extent mobile Internet replaces access from the 
computer in the developing world was after the arrival of 
the smartphones. See, Pearce, Katy E. and Ronald E. Rice. 
2013. Digital Divides from Access to Activities: Comparing 
Mobile and Personal Computer Internet Users. Journal of 
Communication 63(4): 721–744.

25 It was observed that mobile phone only users are 
similar to users who use both Internet and mobile phones. 
They are different from Internet only users and non-users. 
See, Rice, Ronald E. and James E. Katz. 2003. Digital 
Divides of the Internet and Mobile Phone. In Machines That 
Become Us: The Social Context of Personal Communication 
Technology. James E. Katz, ed., pp. 91–104. New Brunswick, 
NJ: Transaction Publishers.

26 See, Section 5.1 in Lupač, Petr. 2018. Beyond the Digital 
Divide: Contextualizing the Information Society. Bingley: 
Emerald Publishing Limited.

27 See, Appendix C: Reviewed Literature–Topic Areas, 
Levels of Analysis, and Focal Technology in Reinartz, 
Annika. 2016. Digital Inequality and the Use of Information 
Communication Technology. PhD diss., University of 
Passau. We can clearly see that digital inequality literate has 

to these is separately meaningful in terms of the 
outcomes.

The model presented in Figure 2 acknowledges 
that closing the digital divide is only possible by 
addressing the social, economic, educational, 
cultural and political inequalities. It understands 
that it is not possible to close the divide completely. 
This requires an unrealistic assumption of 
substantial cultural homogeneity to hold, i.e., 
population with same taste and values. Rich 
get richer is a perfectly reasonable outcome. It 
however suffers from the assumption that Internet 
use is always beneficial. Such models also reduce 
ICTs to the Internet. 

Conclusion
Policies of universal access to the Internet are 
modeled on the idea of universal service associated 
with the telephone industry. Universal access in 
this sense can be defined as the affordable access 
to the information infrastructure. The ambition is 
clear from the set targets: absolute informatization 
of society. This habit of reducing digital divide to 
that of physical access is in opposition to a long 
line of digital divide research. If the problem of 
the digital divide were only physical access to the 
Internet ready devices then there would be no 
cause for alarm. Naïve as this may sound, activities 
and programs since the explosion of mobile 
phones and the arrival of the broadband Internet 
have been towards absolute informatization; 
connecting entire schools, cities and regions to 
the Internet. The binary view of the digital divide 
(haves and have-nots) and techno-determinism 
(the one Internet) is still alive despite decades of 
efforts to extend the model beyond physical access. 
There have been failed efforts like the “One Laptop 
per Child” experiments that aimed to do just that. 
Such efforts ignore the preconditions that are 
necessary for successful adoption of the Internet. 

chosen Internet as the focal technology. It has even ignored 
computers, mobile phones and fixed telephone.
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The charm of such a view is such that it simply 
dismisses stratification models. The solution is 
also simple, erect more physical infrastructure to 
achieve absolute informatization. 

We showed that there is a hierarchy of 
preconditions starting from access and leading up 
to effective use. Successful adoption depends on 
how an individual or community first encounters 
the technology, generates interest, how it finds 
use for it, and gradually becomes efficient in 
its use. The linear model of universal access 
dismisses the idea that there are differences across 
various types of access (of a certain quality) and 
users. The attraction to such a simplistic view is 
understandable. It gives the policymakers simple 
solutions (build more physical infrastructure and 
invest in latest technologies) requiring a few easily 
obtainable statistics (subscription numbers) to 
measure progress towards the target (universal 
physical access). It is a position of faith since 
there is no conceptual deduction behind the 
assumption that real-life outcomes are realized 
once the physical access gap is closed and that it 
is possible only through the Internet and online 
services. Closing the access gap is reduced to the 
pursuit of absolute informatization. 

All of the stages leading to “tangible outcomes” 
is a kind of access. In the simplest model, access 
can be understood as a ladder with physical 
access positioned at the second step. It is also 
the case that only a partial population will adopt 
the Internet. Some might not be motivated while 
some will be marginalized by the real-world 
inequalities. It has to be stressed that by adoption 
we mean the entire path from access to efficient 
use. Subscription numbers which are heavily 
cited in policy documents and popular writings 
only measures physical access (or use) in the 
crudest form. A telecommunication subscriber 
is an “active user” if they perform any revenue 
generating activity. Revenue generation activities 
can simply mean access to the network or services. 
Mobile applications (apps) without you being 

aware of it download data as you connect to the 
Internet, and the network sees you as an “active 
user.” The use does not have to be “effective” like 
say, civic and political participation. Simplified 
models of access arrive at effective use by closing 
the physical access gap. The resources associated 
with social, economic, social, and personal fields 
of the individual or the group required to traverse 
the path towards real-life benefit is absent in such 
conceptualizations. Access in this view, is not a 
human-centered enterprise, rather an activity of 
informatization.

Companies that sell Internet access and digital 
services believe they benefit from the “network 
effect.” The more people with Internet access, the 
better will be their revenues. In fact, it does not even 
matter if a small section of people with Internet 
access consumes most of the bandwidth. This in 
indeed the situation at present. We have shown 
that the majority of active users are unevenly 
located in a few urban hubs, the majority of 
whom are in the cities of the Kathmandu Valley.28 
In fact, more that forty percent of the tweets 
originate from the Kathmandu city alone. This 
phenomenon is not limited to Twitter. We only 
chose it to illustrate the skewed characteristics 
of access (spike with a very long tail). The per 
subscriber revenues collected by telecoms from 
Internet use suggest that it is likely that only twenty 
percent of the subscribers/towers are responsible 
for eighty percent of the traffic. This phenomenon 
happens in the developed countries with almost 
universal reach to the Internet. Moreover, people 
that use less (small volume of data and infrequent 
use) Internet can still contribute their personal 
information such as real-world connections and 
social network to the “network effect.” 

28 Martin Chautari. 2018. Moving Beyond Access: 
The Landscape of Internet Use and Digital Inequality in 
Nepal. Research Brief 23. Kathmandu: Martin Chautari.  
Available at www.martinchautari.org.np/files/Research-
Brief-23_English.pdf; accessed August 11, 2019.
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It is hard to be convinced that with current 
models of digital access, the infrastructure 
built to accelerate access to the Internet enable 
communities to benefit from the Internet. We 
are yet to realize, replicate and scale projects 
that facilitate community to design, install and 
maintain technology applications. The interests 
of government agencies and international 
organizations have to go beyond absolute 
informatization of society. We argue that the way 
forward is to formulate evidence-based Internet 
policies. Digital exclusion is not a temporary 
deviance in a society. ICT infrastructure is not 
a precondition for participation. A long line of 
empirical work and testable theories are needed 
to explore the bidirectionality of digital exclusion: 
how social exclusion leads to digital exclusion and 
how digital engagement may or may not change 
social inclusion. 


