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Abstract 

Study after study reveals that internet services are expensive and unaffordable in Latin America 
and the Caribbean. Most affordability analyses focus on the cost of internet services as a share of 
household income. This study goes beyond this traditional measure to incorporate the cost of a 
basket of digital services and to analyze which segments of the region’s population are impacted 
and how, leading to a more nuanced understanding of affordability. This study revealed that 
internet services are unaffordable for half the region’s population. Affordability is correlated with 
income, education, and age, and on average, younger, better-educated, and higher-income 
households are better able to afford internet services. An important aspect of this analysis is that 
it differentiates between connected and unconnected households and reveals that large shares 
of the region’s connected population, for example Argentina, cannot afford their services and may 
be sacrificing other basic needs or borrowing to pay for internet. In other countries, for example 
Mexico, internet services are largely unaffordable and sizable portions of the population remain 
unconnected. From an affordability perspective, this points to cost-prohibitive connection fees 
(and devices). These findings mean the digital divide upholds and may even exacerbate poverty 
and inequality in the region. Addressing the lack of affordable internet services in Latin American 
and the Caribbean will require context-specific policies that aim to: (i) reduce the costs of internet 
services overall; (ii) deliver targeted financial assistance when the initial expense of connecting 
and devices are cost-prohibitive; and (iii) provide subsidies to help marginalized segments of the 
population get connected and reverse the growing digital divide.  
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Background 

Economic growth in Latin America and the Caribbean (LAC) is stabilising but far from its full potential. 
LAC has rebounded more strongly than expected from the effects of COVID-19. Combined with a weak 
external environment stemming from multiple global conflicts, regional economic growth is stabilising and 
projected to settle at 2.0 percent in 2024 (IMF, 2024). Volatility is nevertheless common and regional 
growth has yet to meet its full potential (World Bank, 2024) (figure 1).  
 
Poverty rates remain high, seriously affecting children and adolescents. While poverty rates have 
returned to pre-pandemic levels dropping to a historical 26 percent overall (figure 1) (World Bank, 2024), 
they remain high. More than 180 million people cannot meet their basic needs, including 70 million who 
lack adequate income to acquire a basic food basket and, almost one-third the region’s total population, 
including 42.5 percent of children and adolescents, live in poverty (UN-ECLAC, 2023).  

 
Figure 1 Economic growth (% GDP) and poverty headcount ratio at societal poverty line (% population) in LAC 
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Poverty and growth are underpinned by low job creation and limited inclusion. According to ECLAC 
(2023), “the region remains caught in a double structural trap of low growth and high levels of poverty 
and inequality” propelled by limited labour inclusion—a pillar of inclusive social development. Job creation 
is at its lowest point since the 1950s and half the employed population works informally. Women remain 
underemployed with a labour participation gap of 22.6 percentage points.  
 
Digital technologies can help counteract these impacts by increasing economic growth and productivity. 
Digitalizing the economy provides the opportunity to nurture inclusive growth, increase productivity, and 
create jobs. For example, it was estimated that a 10 percent increase in broadband penetration in LAC 
could lead to an increase in gross domestic product (GDP) of 3.2 percent and an increase in productivity 
of 2.6 percent, while generating 67,000 direct jobs (García-Zaballos y López-Rivas 2012 in IDB 2021). A 
more recent study estimated the value added of ICT (information communications technology) 
manufacturing and services to be about $32M and $110M, respectively, with the potential to create more 
than 4.2M jobs combined (World Bank, 2024). 
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https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/WH/Issues/2024/04/19/regional-economic-outlook-western-hemisphere-april-2024#:~:text=The%20Latin%20America%20and%20the,economies%20are%20operating%20at%20potential.
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/NY.GDP.MKTP.KD.ZG
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SI.POV.SOPO?locations=ZJ
https://www.cepal.org/en/pressreleases/poverty-latin-america-returned-pre-pandemic-levels-2022-eclac-reports-urgent-call#:~:text=In%202022%2C%20the%20percentage%20of,levels%20similar%20to%202019%2C%20the
https://data.worldbank.org/
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/WH/Issues/2024/04/19/regional-economic-outlook-western-hemisphere-april-2024#:~:text=The%20Latin%20America%20and%20the,economies%20are%20operating%20at%20potential.
https://www.imf.org/en/Publications/REO/WH/Issues/2024/04/19/regional-economic-outlook-western-hemisphere-april-2024#:~:text=The%20Latin%20America%20and%20the,economies%20are%20operating%20at%20potential.
https://publications.iadb.org/publications/spanish/document/Informe-anual-del-Indice-de-Desarrollo-de-la-Banda-Ancha-brecha-digital-en-America-Latina-y-el-Caribe-IDBA-2021.pdf
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/95fe55e9-f110-4ba8-933f-e65572e05395/content
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Internet access is imperative to achieving the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). SDG 17 
specifically speaks to the need to enhance access to ICT, measured as the proportion of individuals using 
the Internet (SDG17.8.1). While the evidence base on the effects of internet connectivity is growing, thus 
far it has focused primarily on public health in developed economies. Global, regional, and federal 
institutions, such as the World Health Organization, the EU, and the FCC, have been studying the impacts 
of internet connectivity on health since at least 2010 and amongst health practitioners, internet 
connectivity is known as a social determinant of health (SDOH). The advent of telehealth services, 
particularly during the pandemic, has further increased the spotlight on internet connectivity. Without 
access to information, lives are literally at stake, as experienced during COVID-19.  
 
Low internet access was found to be a determining factor of increased COVID-19 mortality across 
population groups in the US. Researchers assessing the structural barriers and racial group disparities of 
COVID-19 mortality across the US found higher mortality rates were associated with lower internet access 
rates, particularly in urban areas (Lin et al. 2022). This held true across all community types, that is, 
irrespective of race, ethnicity, income, rurality, etc. The impetus for this countrywide study stemmed from 
an earlier analysis of COVID-19 mortality and neighborhood characteristics in Chicago that found 
neighborhoods with lower household internet access rates were associated with higher death rates 
alongside other characteristics of poverty.1 
 
Internet connectivity underpins several factors related to inclusion and wellbeing. The digital health 
divide has risen in prominence since the pandemic; however, internet connectivity impacts multiple 
dimensions of wellbeing beyond those related to health. For instance, access to jobs, education, markets, 
and financing, social integration, public participation, etc., are all impacted by an individual’s ability to 
access to the Internet, in other words social inclusion and wellbeing. 
 
Despite the clear imperative for increasing digital connectivity, universal access is lagging. Globally, 66 
percent of the population uses the internet, but this varies significantly by region with most of the 
unconnected living in Low- and Middle-Income Countries (figure 2). In South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, 
only 34 and 42 percent of the population uses the internet. Conversely, 92 and 87 percent of the 
population in North America and Europe (and Central Asia) are connected. In LAC, approximately 76 
percent of the population is connected. Rural populations and women are less likely to be connected.  
 
Affordability remains a critical challenge and the underserved are disproportionately impacted. Globally, 
most people (54 percent) own a smartphone and use it to connect to the internet (49 percent); however, 
this varies by region with only 25 percent of the population using mobile internet in LDCs (Least Developed 
Countries), 52 percent in LMICs, and 85 percent in HMICs (GSMA, 2023). Even in areas where mobile 
broadband coverage exists, 3.4 billion people are not connected (GSMA, 2022). According to industry 
stakeholders, access to an affordable smartphone presents the single most critical barrier for reducing the 
usage gap (people who live in an area covered by a mobile broadband network yet remain unconnected), 
particularly for low-income groups. In LMICs, entry-level mobile devices cost 16 percent of monthly 
incomes on average, but this increases to 44 percent for the poorest 40 percent and 55 percent for the 
poorest 20 percent (GSMA, 2023). The gender divide is especially acute with the cost rising to 24 percent 
of average monthly income for women compared to 13 percent for men. Even when smartphones are 

 
1 “Among neighborhood characteristics commonly associated with increased risk of infection, higher death rates 
were seen in neighborhoods with heightened barriers to social distancing, high proportion of supplemental nutrition 
assistance program (SNAP) recipients, fewer households with broadband Internet, lower educational attainment, and 
fewer workers able to work from home.” (Bryan et al., 2021).  

https://sdg.tracking-progress.org/indicator/17-8-1-individuals-using-the-internet/
https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamanetworkopen/fullarticle/2789619
https://www.gsma.com/r/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/The-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Connectivity-Report-2023.pdf?utm_source=website&utm_medium=button&utm_campaign=somic23
https://www.gsma.com/solutions-and-impact/connectivity-for-good/mobile-for-development/wp-content/uploads/2022/04/Making-internet-enabled-phones-more-affordable-in-low-and-middle-income-countries.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/r/wp-content/uploads/2023/10/The-State-of-Mobile-Internet-Connectivity-Report-2023.pdf?utm_source=website&utm_medium=button&utm_campaign=somic23
https://par.nsf.gov/servlets/purl/10289421
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provided, data services often remain unaffordable for the poor. Consequently, about 850 million people 
lack official identification and 3.3 billion live in countries without official forms of digital identification to 
sign into online services. These people are denied access to services and economic opportunities, whether 
in-person or online (World Bank, 2024).  
 

Figure 2 Share of the population (%) using the internet by region (2022) 

 
Note: EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean, MENA = Middle East 

and North Africa, NAC = North America, SAR = South Asia, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. Source: World Bank, 2024 

 

1.2 Study objectives 

There is a general lack of consensus surrounding affordability thresholds. Generally speaking, spending 
at or above an income or affordability threshold implies that a given household may drop below poverty 
levels; however, there is little consensus on what constitutes an appropriate threshold, which changes 
from sector to sector. For instance, for water and sanitation services, limits vary by country and 
international organization, ranging from a low of 2 percent of household income in Lithuania to a high of 
6 percent in Mongolia (Smets, 2017). In some countries, water and sanitation expenditures are combined 
in a single threshold, while in others they are calculated separately. Meanwhile, the United Nations 
Development Programme (UNDP) uses a 3 percent affordability limit, while the Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development (OECD) has an unofficial affordability threshold of 4 percent (Hutton, 
2012). The World Bank suggests 5 percent is a widely used affordability threshold for expenditure on utility 
services (power and water combined) in its Africa Infrastructure Country Diagnostic (Foster and Briceño-
Garmendia, 2010), while the African Development Bank uses 5 percent as the affordability threshold for 
water alone. 
 
Common measures of affordability that compare household expenses solely with a simple income 
threshold suffer from several limitations. Incurring an expense does not mean it’s affordable. Conversely, 
paying more than a stipulated threshold may make the expense unfair, yet still affordable. Hence, 
traditional expense to income ratios can be misleading. Though easy to apply, income thresholds fail to 
define a set of services, willingness-to-pay and other behaviors, as well as connection costs, which can be 
significant and highly variable. Furthermore, income is generally self-reported and only available in 
countries where such data are included in household surveys.  
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A multidimensional approach can provide a more meaningful indicator of affordability. This paper 
proposes an alternative measure to assess the affordability of internet services in LAC as part of an 
overarching program to gather evidence on how the widespread adoption and implementation of digital 
technologies impacts different areas of the economy and to identify the policy reforms needed to support 
the digitalization of LAC. The primary goal of this analysis is to develop and test a multidimensional 
equation that builds upon commonly applied threshold values to arrive at a measure of affordability that 
is: (i) internationally comparable, (ii) does not rely exclusively on self-reported expenditure data, (iii) can 
accommodate different definitions of “basic” or “essential” digital services (and/or devices); and, (iv) 
captures the important—and policy-relevant—distinction between lack of access and affordability of 
services (and devices).  
 
Defining affordability is a context-specific and data-driven exercise that should be adapted to meet the 
needs of the local environment. This initial analysis is intended to spur dialogue and encourage policy 
makers and sector practitioners to broaden their definitions and concepts of affordability in the digital 
sector to promote more equitable and just access. This aligns with the third condition of effective 
infrastructure access recently prepared for the G20 Infrastructure Working Group as part of a wider 
framework to reduce poverty by increasing access to basic infrastructure services (World Bank and IADB, 
2024). This framework argues that affordable services should not hinder the ability to meet all other basic 
needs, should encompass all connections and utilization costs associated with accessing and using these 
services, including the equipment needed to enjoy them, and which then requires that a minimum basket 
and quality of services be defined a priori.  
 
The primary contribution of this analysis is to expand the digital sector’s understanding of affordability 
to arrive at a more meaningful and nuanced definition. Pursuant to the literature review summarized in 
section 1, section 2 details the methodological approach and multidimensional equation used to define 
and calculate affordability before undertaking a pilot assessment of the affordability of internet services 
in LAC in Section 3, including regional and select country-level analyses. Based on these results, high-level 
policy recommendations are presented in section 5 before concluding the report in section 6.  
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2 The current state of connectivity in LAC 

Access to digital services has increased yet geographical inequalities exist. At the turn of the century, 
only 7 percent of the region’s population used the internet. By 2022, this figure had risen significantly to 
76 percent (figure 3). Internet use now exceeds 80 percent in several countries, but significant gaps 
remain; for example, in Belize (62 percent), El Salvador (63 percent), and Suriname (66 percent) (figure 4). 
Overall, despite a steady increase, 24 percent of the region’s population still does not use the internet 
threatening to exacerbate persistently elevated levels of inequality and hinder growth and productivity. 
 
Most people access the internet via mobile internet subscriptions. Connectivity in LAC is high compared 
to less developed economies such as Sub-Saharan Africa and South Asia but still lags some of the more 
advanced economic regions such as North America and Europe (figure 5). Fixed broadband, which began 
replacing dial-up connectivity in the early 2000s is becoming less prevalent for individual users as cellular 
and satellite connectivity becomes widespread. Globally, only 18 percent of connected people access the 
internet via a fixed broadband subscription while 56 percent connect using a mobile subscription. Trends 
are similar in LAC where 17 percent of people use a fixed broadband subscription to connect compared 
with 61 percent who connect via mobile services (World Bank, 2024).   
 

Figure 3 Individuals using the internet in LAC (% population 1991-2022) 

 
Source: World Bank, 2024 

 

Figure 4 Share of the population using the internet by country 
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Figure 5 Share of population using the internet by subscription (2022) 

 
Note: EAP = East Asia and Pacific, ECA = Europe and Central Asia, LAC = Latin America and the Caribbean, MENA = Middle East 

and North Africa, NAC = North America, SAR = South Asia, SSA = Sub-Saharan Africa. Source: World Bank, 2024 

 
Mobile connectivity in LAC has increased 13 percentage points in 5 years (figure 6). Wide disparities 
between countries exist and 6 percent of the population lives in an area without a mobile broadband 
network (the “coverage gap”) while 32 percent lives in an area covered by a mobile broadband network 
yet remains unconnected (the “usage gap”) (GSMA, 2023). Regionally, the coverage gap is driven by Brazil 
owing to important gaps in infrastructure, but countries like Bolivia, Colombia, El Salvador, Guyana, 
Honduras, Peru, and the Caribbean islands also lag in terms of coverage. Other countries such as 
Nicaragua, Guatemala, El Salvador, Haiti, Honduras, and Belize are far below the region in terms of usage 
(Figure 7).  
 

Figure 6 Mobile internet connectivity in LAC over time 

 
Note: totals may not add up to 100% due to rounding. Source: GSMA, 2023 
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Figure 7 Connections, usage, and coverage gaps by country as a % of population (2018) 

 
Source: IDB and ITU (2015 and 2018) 

 
Important geographical and income gaps persist across the region (figures 8 and figure 9). Like rates of 
access for most basic services, internet use in LAC is correlated with wealth and the gap between the 
richest and poorest quintiles is almost 40 percentage points (OECD, 2020). Similarly, urban populations in 
LAC access the internet at much higher rates (71 percent) than rural populations (40 percent) (IDB, 2020). 
In general, people who do not connect to the internet are more likely to be poor, less educated, elderly 
and female (Chen, 2021 in World Bank, 2021).  
 

Figure 8 Rural-urban gap in mobile internet use in 
LMICs by region (2017–21) 

Figure 9 Internet access gap by income group (2021) 

  
Source: IADB and ITU (2015 and 2018) 

 
Affordability is perceived to be the most important barrier to connectivity in LAC. While coverage is 
commonly constrained by infrastructure, investments, and competition—problems beyond the reach of 
the individual user—the usage gap is attributable to one of three reasons: (i) affordability, (ii) digital 
literacy, or (iii) perceived relevance (World Bank, 2021). In a recent telephone survey across LAC, half of 
all unconnected households cited the high cost of data as the primary barrier to access (figure 10) 

https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/e7a00fd6-en/index.html?itemId=/content/component/e7a00fd6-en
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2021
https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2021
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(UNDP/WB, 2022). That households did not cite the cost of devices as a significant barrier might suggest 
some confusion between fixed costs and recurring costs, which could also contribute to the lack of 
connectivity. Interestingly, many people cited the lack of need or interest as a key factor for not connecting. 
This could be explained by a lack of relevant content or exposure and understanding of the advantages of 
internet.  
 
The average cost of internet services in LAC is significantly more than in most other developing regions. 
On average, Latin Americans pay roughly 5.2 percent of their monthly gross national income (GNI) for fixed 
broadband services, and 2.9 percent for mobile services compared with 1.9 and 0.9 percent in Europe and 
Central Asia (ECA), 3.9 and 1.7 percent in the Middle East and Northern Africa (MENA) and 2.8 and 1.0 
percent in South Asia (SAR) (Figure 11a and 11b). Affordability varies widely by country; for example, fixed 
broadband services cost an average of 42 percent of GNI per capita in Haiti while mobile services cost an 
average of 14.8 percent. Though Haiti is an extreme outlier, the cost of internet remains disproportionately 
high in several countries: fixed broadband exceeds 9 percent in Honduras, Nicaragua, and Jamaica, while 
mobile services exceed 5 percent in Honduras, St. Vincent and the Grenadines and Jamaica (Figure 11c). 
 

Figure 10 Obstacles to connectivity in LAC cited by unconnected households 

 
Source: UNDP/WB, 2022 using 2021 data. 

 
Smartphones remain extremely expensive relative to average income in many countries in LAC. In 2022, 
the average cost of an entry-level smartphone was about 15.5 percent of monthly GNI per capita in LAC, 
compared with 18 percent in ECA, 22 percent in EAP, and 40 percent in SAR. However, smartphones remain 
excessively, cost-prohibitive in many countries; for example, Haiti (39 percent), Nicaragua (33 percent), 

https://www.undp.org/latin-america/publications/internet-access-and-use-latin-america-and-caribbean
http://undp/WB,%202022).
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Cuba (28 percent), Honduras (27 percent), Bolivia (26 percent), Belize (26 percent), and Suriname (25 
percent) (Figure 11d). 
 

Figure 11 Internet plans and digital device price and affordability  

 

 

 

 
Source: ITU, A4AI (copied with permission from World Bank, 2024). 
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Less than half of all urban households and only one in five rural households has a computer in LAC. 

Jamaica (60 and 42 percent) and Costa Rica (59 and 36 percent) are home to the highest computer 

ownership rates in LAC (excluding HICs), yet both countries fall short of the regional average of 67 and 53 

percent. Less than 25 percent of urban households in El Salvador—and 10 percent or less of rural 

households in Colombia, Paraguay, Peru, Bolivia, and El Salvador—have a computer (figure 12). Computer 

use lags actual ownership. In Jamaica, Costa Rica, Mexico, and the Dominican Republic, about 40 percent 

of people routinely use computers, compared with about 20 percent of people in Paraguay, Bolivia, and El 

Salvador. Low computer ownership and use could limit computer literacy and hinder economic 

productivity across the region. 

 
Figure 12 Computer ownership and use in LAC (2022 or later) 

 
 

The average number of internet subscribers in LAC is significantly lower than in HICs (figure 13). On 
average, there are 68 mobile subscriptions per 100 people in LAC, compared with 144 in HICs. This figure 
is strikingly lower in several countries: Venezuela (48), Belize (44), Cuba (42), Haiti (28), and Guatemala 
(17). Fixed broadband is less common in both contexts, with most countries in LAC recording 20 or fewer 
subscriptions per 100 people, compared with 38 in HICs. Fixed broadband penetration is negligible in Haiti 
(0.27), Guatemala (3.52), Honduras (4.55), and Nicaragua (4.85). 
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Figure 13 Broadband penetration in LAC (2022 or later) 

 
 
The average cost of broadband services in LAC is above recommended income thresholds. Advocacy 
groups, such as the Broadband Commission, have proposed measures to make broadband affordable, 
including an income threshold of 2 percent of monthly Gross National Income (GNI) for entry-level 
broadband services in LMICs by 2025 (The Broadband Commission, 2024). Within LAC, the average cost of 
a basic, fixed broadband subscription of 5.2 percent of GNI per capita and the average cost of a mobile 
subscription of 2.9 percent, is clearly above the recommended advocacy target. And, as shown in figure 
10, costs are significantly higher in several countries.  
 
  

https://www.broadbandcommission.org/advocacy-targets/
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3 A multidimensional approach to assessing affordability 

The affordability of a basket of digital services in different countries in LAC was assessed by adapting the 
methodology outlined in Andrés et al. (2020). This method first defines the hypothetical minimum basket 
of digital services that, ideally, should be accessible to all households. Actual market-based prices or 
government-set tariffs are then used to assess the actual cost of the hypothetical minimum basket. This 
cost is then compared with the income or expenditure level of households—along the whole income 
distribution curve. Providing data are available, households can be disaggregated by the different 
dimensions associated with different connection options, as well as policy-relevant dimensions of 
affordability. Different pricing scenarios and subsidy schemes [such as subsidizing devices or lowering 
initial connection costs versus subsidized (targeted or not) recurring costs] can then be assessed. This new, 
multi-dimensional measure of affordability can then be contrasted against more common threshold-
based methods, such as the 2 percent threshold used by the ITU, as well as subjective measures of 
affordability.  
 

3.1 Defining and estimating the cost of a basket of digital services 

Assessing affordability using a basket of services offers the flexibility needed to assess different 
contexts. For example, service providers may offer different levels of service while service provision 
targets set by policymakers are shaped by context-specific factors, such as cultural considerations or 
resource constraints. Baskets featuring higher standards of services are usually more expensive and are 
therefore affordable to fewer people.  
 
Box 1 Defining a basket of digital services 

At a minimum, a basket of digital services is based on two critical dimensions of affordability: the cost 
of accessing services (including connection costs) and recurrent costs associated with the subscription.  
 
The cost of internet-enabled devices (i.e., smartphones, modems, computers, tablets, etc.) constitutes 
a third equally critical—yet more complex—dimension. Many factors influence the price of entry-level 
devices, for example, taxes and import duties,  distribution and sales, materials and manufacturing, and 
development, operation and profit margins (World Bank, 2023) making its assessment difficult. At the 
time of this study, insufficient data for the time period assessed were available meaning these results 
likely underestimate affordability. Contrary to industry stakeholders, households in LAC did not cite the 
cost of devices as a significant barrier to access (figure 10). Recent research (World Bank, 2023) has 
since been published that could support an expanded, up-to-date affordability analysis that includes 
the cost of devices. 
 

 
Costs can be calculated using market prices or administrative data. Once a service level is defined, the 
cost of the corresponding basket can be defined using either full cost-recovery prices (that is, the full cost 
to the service provider of serving the household), subsidized prices (that a household faces or would face 
under a proposed pricing regime), or potential costs (based on a proposed pricing reform), depending on 
the objectives of the analysis. While assessing the affordability of full costs can help policymakers 
determine whether subsidization is needed, assessing the affordability of subsidized costs allows for the 
evaluation of policy performance. As a minimum, the cost of a basket should include one-time, connection 
fees and/or devices for households without access as well as recurring costs that are paid to a service 
provider at regular intervals e.g., a monthly subscription.  

https://www.worldscientific.com/doi/abs/10.1142/S2382624X20500022
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/67235b78-6436-44a6-b374-ec30f4c7ebde
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/entities/publication/67235b78-6436-44a6-b374-ec30f4c7ebde
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Affordability can be assessed even when official sources of data on income are unavailable. The decision 
to use income or expenditure is context-specific. In theory, total income is preferable for affordability 
analyses because it provides a more accurate picture of a household’s socioeconomic status. Unlike total 
expenditure, it accounts for savings and spending categories not adequately delineated in household 
surveys. However, in many contexts, total income is either unavailable or inaccurate. This is particularly 
true in developing economies, where income is often informal and/or seasonal. When income is generated 
through multiple informal activities and/or is irregular, estimates provided by individuals are prone to 
inaccuracy and recall bias. Expenditure data, while still prone to bias, tend to be more easily recalled when 
guided by well-structured questionnaires using spending categories (Deaton, 1997).  
 
Household-level affordability of a given service is usually defined using one of one of two predefined 
thresholds: (i) the ratio of the maximum expenditure for the service to total expenditure, or (ii) a minimum 
residual income after subtracting the cost of the service. This paper builds upon the first threshold by 
establishing the minimum household income or expenditure needed to pay for the proposed basket of 
digital services and other basic expenditures, using one of two options depending on the availability of 
data. 
 

3.1.1 Data-abundant contexts 

In data-abundant environments and when formal income predominates, total income is the preferred 
comparator. Ideally, the minimum household income required to afford the minimum basket of digital 
services (consisting of initial and/or recurring costs) should be calculated using the basic goods and 
services needed in each context and detailed administrative data on their respective costs. The total 
household income required for all other basic needs is added directly to the cost of the minimum basket 
of digital services to determine the minimum household income. The total income of each household in 
the population is then compared directly to this amount to assess affordability (Eq. (1)). 
 

Eq. (1) Assessing Affordability in Data-Abundant Contexts 
 

Digital basket is affordable if I ≥ Im  
Digital basket is unaffordable if I < Im, 

where, 
I is the total household income, 
Im = Cb + Cw,  
Im is the Minimum total household income,  
Cb is the Cost of other basic needs, 
Cw is the Cost of a basket of digital goods and services. 
 
Note: in many, if not most, contexts, particularly within developing economies, these data are not readily available. Moreover, 
because the goods and services deemed essential to households—and their costs—will vary even within countries, this method 
may not be practical for affordability assessments at scale. In such instances, an estimation of the minimum total household 
income will be required. 

 

3.1.2 Data-scarce contexts 

Total expenditure may be preferable in data-scarce contexts or when income is primarily derived from 
informal activities not captured by official data. When the cost of other basic needs is unavailable, the 
minimum total household expenditure required to cover both the minimum basket of digital services and 

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=564001
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all other basic needs must be estimated and an affordability threshold selected. This threshold is defined 
as the maximum proportion of total expenditure that a household at the poverty line can afford to spend 
on digital services. Given this is highly context-specific, a rigid definition of the threshold would be 
inappropriate and should instead be determined by national governments, international organizations or 
interested parties based upon a thorough understanding of the local context and the objectives of the 
analysis, with all assumptions properly documented. 
 

Eq. (2) Assessing Affordability in Data-Scarce Contexts 
 
Digital basket is affordable if I ≥ Im  
Digital basket is unaffordable if I < Im, 

where, 
I = Total household expenditure, 
Im = Minimum total household expenditure, 
Im = Cw ÷ T, 
Cw = Cost of basket of digital goods and services, 
T = Locally-determined affordability threshold. 
 
Note: Ideally, by establishing the expenditure profile of a household at the poverty line, a threshold can be estimated as the 
maximum percentage of expenditure that the household can pay toward digital services while still affording other necessary 
expenses, taking the local context into consideration. If these expenditure data are unavailable, further assumptions will be 
needed. 

 

3.1.3 Limitations 

If a household’s total income or expenditure is averaged across the year, any measure of affordability 
will fail to account for seasonal fluctuations. To counteract this effect and since recurring costs are 
typically paid at regular intervals i.e., monthly, this analysis assumes that adequate household savings or 
credit facilities are available to smooth consumption independent of seasonal fluctuations in income. 
Similarly, if initial costs are spread across regular intervals, access to adequate savings and credit facilities 
is again assumed. 
 
Limitations associated with total income/expenditure thresholds can be mitigated by converting the 
threshold to a minimum total income/expenditure. As in the method recommended for data-abundant 
contexts, the total household income/expenditure of each household in the population is then compared 
directly to this amount to assess affordability (for example, Eq. (2)). This prevents a constant proportion 
of total household income/expenditure being applied to all households regardless of where they fall on 
the income/expenditure distribution, as this can result in households being assessed as able to afford the 
basket despite being unable to pay for other basic needs. Instead, and importantly, this approach ensures 
each household’s total income/expenditure is sufficient to pay for all its basic needs. 
 
Data availability is a common constraint in empirical analyses, especially in developing economies. This 
study relies on data from the period 2016-18, which given the influence of the COVID-19 pandemic on 
digital adoption is dated. Additional budget and time would allow for a targeted and more comprehensive 
data collection campaign. This would allow for a more detailed and context-specific analysis as well as 
forecasting.  
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3.2 Disaggregating affordability  

The household-level affordability assessment can be used in conjunction with household-level access to 
digital services data to disaggregate households by:  

(i) access;  
(ii) ability to afford connection fees, and;  
(iii) ability to afford recurring costs. 

 
This leads to four distinct scenarios, each with its own policy implications (figures 14a and b):  

• Connected households that: 
o cannot afford connection fees and/or recurring costs (Quadrant 1) 
o can afford connection fees and/or recurring costs (Quadrant 3) 

• Unconnected households that: 
o cannot afford connection fees and/or recurring costs Quadrant (2)  
o can afford connection fees and/or recurring costs (Quadrant 4). 

 
 

Figure 14 (a) General affordability quadrants and (b) Example of matrix of coverage and affordability 

 

  
Note: This figure considers a hypothetical basket of digital services that would meet a household’s basic needs. Access 

denotes access to services and their continuous use. In other words, affordability considers access and consumption charges. 
 

When services are unaffordable, households are likely to benefit from policy mechanisms related to 
pricing. Connected households for which services are unaffordable (Quadrant 1) would likely benefit from 
support designed to lower the cost of recurring services, mitigating the need to restrict household 
spending on other basic goods. Unconnected households that cannot afford services (Quadrant 2) are 
most likely to benefit from targeted subsidies to increase access to services, but the policy response may 
differ depending on the reason for their inability to pay: (i) initial costs are unaffordable; (ii) recurring 
costs are unaffordable; or (iii) both. The first case calls for policies to reduce the connection fees for these 
households. Meanwhile, households who cannot afford recurring costs would benefit from policies that 
reduce their recurring costs of consumption. In the third case, both policies would be required. Even when 
services are affordable and households are connected (Quadrant 4), understanding the nature of their 
demand and the extent to which they are paying full cost-recovery prices is still useful. If, for example, 
these households are unnecessarily subsidized, reducing subsidies may improve the sustainability of 
service providers while freeing up scarce public resources for better use. 
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When services are broadly affordable, but households remain unconnected, alternative policy 
measures unrelated to pricing may be necessary. Supply-side problems may underpin a lack of 
connectivity when services are otherwise affordable (Quadrant 3), such as the lack of cellular networks. 
In areas where networks are available, the reasons for not connecting are more complex, i.e., insufficient 
information, discrimination, low visibility, lack of voice, lack of credit and savings mechanisms or choice. 
Extending access to unconnected households (Quadrant 2 and 3) may require investments in off-site 
infrastructure if infrastructure does not already exist.   
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4 Affordability analysis in LAC 

Multiple data sources were used to analyze the affordability of digital services at the country-level. Data 
on the prices of different goods and services were obtained from providers and/or regulatory agencies 
and used to assess the actual cost of a minimum basket of digital services and devices. In addition, labor 
and expenditure surveys were used to assess the levels and distribution of income and consumption for 
households as well as broadband and digital connectivity. The use of expenditure surveys allowed the 
team to assess this new methodology alongside more traditional methodologies that rely on self-reported 
expenditures on digital services. Primary data sources were complemented with regional datasets, for 
example, ICT and GSMA. Eight countries were selected for inclusion based on readily available, robust 
data for digital services alongside expenditure data at the household level for the same year (table 1). 
Internet services were categorized by type: fixed-broadband and cellular (Annex 1).  

 
Table 1 Study sample by country, survey type and year 

 
 

4.1 Spending on internet services 

Spending on internet services surpasses traditional income thresholds of 2 percent in most countries. 
Total spending on internet services as a share of total household expenditure ranged from a low of 2.4 
percent in Brazil to a high of 5.3 in Argentina (figure 15) with a median of 4.0 percent. For fixed broadband 
only, spending ranged from a low of 1.2 percent in Uruguay to a high of 4.2 percent in the Dominican 
Republic, with a median of 3.0 percent. The share of spending on cellular services ranged from a low of 
1.4 percent in Brazil to a high of 3.9 percent in Argentina. Spending on fixed broadband services represents 
a larger share of household expenditure than mobile services in Brazil, Chile, Dominican Republic, and 
Mexico. This could mean fixed broadband services cost more or that lower income households represent 
a larger share of broadband subscribers. Nevertheless, higher costs could be explained by several factors: 
higher infrastructure (and labor) costs associated with laying cable and fiberoptic networks; higher 
connectivity costs associated with additional equipment such as modems and routers; and market 
scarcity, i.e., as mobile connectivity occupies a larger share of the market, cost savings are reduced for 
broadband services providers. By contrast, mobile internet represents a higher share of total spending in 
Argentina, Bolivia, and Uruguay—nearly twice as much in the case of Uruguay.  
 
The relationship between spending and income decile varies by country and service. For example, 
internet services represent a much smaller share of total expenditure in wealthier households in 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, and Colombia—where the bottom 10 percent’s share is more than double that of 
the top 10 percent (figure 16a). Mexico follows a similar, yet less disparate, trend with the bottom 10 
percent paying just over 50 percent more than the wealthiest 10 percent. In Bolivia, the cost of internet 
services as a share of total household spending is highest for the poorest, yet otherwise similarly 
distributed between deciles. 
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Figure 15 Average spending on internet (total and by service) as a share of total household expenditure 

 
Note: Excludes zeros; traditional 2 percent income threshold is indicated with a red line.  

Source: own calculations.  
 

Figure 16 Internet services as a share of total household expenditure by income decile and service: (a) total (b) 
cellular (c) fixed broadband  

 
Note: excluding zeros. 

Source: own calculations. 

 
In Uruguay, known for its progressive public policies, the share of spending on internet connectivity is 
almost equal across deciles yet decreases noticeably for the top 30 percent. The Dominican Republic is 
the only country where the share of spending increases with income and, on average, the top 30 pay more 
to connect than the bottom 30.  Spending on cellular services as a share of total household expenditure 
follows a similar pattern in most cases, and apart from Argentina and Brazil, the gap between the 
wealthiest 10 percent and the poorest 10 percent is less stark (figure 16b). The affordability curve is 
especially punitive in the case of fixed broadband (figure 16c) with a difference between the bottom and 
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top 10 of 3.7 percent in Argentina and Chile, 4.5 and 4.3 percent in Mexico and Brazil respectively, and 2 
percent in the Dominican Republic. In Uruguay, the gap is 1.2 percent.  
 

4.2 Estimating affordability 

Though data availability plays a key role in defining a basket of services, the underlying tenets of 
affordability remain the same. That is, the affordability of services decreases with an increase in 
the quality of services provided. Higher levels of services, for example, faster speeds or more 
data, lead to a more expensive basket, and hence are less affordable to more people. This is 
especially relevant in the digital sector where equipment becomes rapidly obsolete. For example, 
higher speeds are usually associated with better technology requiring new and improved devices 
at greater frequency. For this study, three baskets of services were defined as follows:  
 

1. Fixed-broadband basket (FB). Comprising combined time series data. For the period 
2008-17, the basket of services was created using the least expensive plan that provided 
at least 1GB of monthly high-speed data (at speeds of 256kB/s or higher) from the 
operator with the largest market share in each economy. For 2018, the basket was created 
using the least expensive plan that provided at least 5GB of monthly high-speed data (at 
speeds of 256Kbs or higher) from the operator with the largest market share in each 
economy. 

2. Cellular (mobile) data and voice “low-consumption” basket (ML). This basket of services 
is based on a monthly usage of a minimum of 70 voice minutes, 20 Short Messaging 
Service (SMS), and 500 MB of data using at least 3G technology. 

3. Cellular (mobile) data and voice “high-consumption” basket (MH). This basket of services 
is based on a monthly usage of a minimum of 140 voice minutes, 70 SMSs, and 1.5 GB of 
data using at least 3G technology.  
 

The price of a digital basket of services varies significantly between countries and service plan, 
commensurate with data on household expenditure. On average, Brazil and Mexico are home to some 
of the lowest prices overall (table 2). Argentina, Chile and Uruguay are home to some of the highest fixed-
broadband prices. Argentina and the Dominican Republic are home to the highest low-consumption 
cellular baskets. Bolivia joins this group as home to some of the priciest high-consumption baskets. 
Excluding Argentina, the spread between the lowest and highest price is US$22 for a fixed broadband 
basket, US$18 for a low-consumption cellular basket, and US$24 for a high-consumption cellular basket. 
Argentina is a major outlier in all cases with the price of fixed-broadband and low-consumption cellular 
baskets just below US$50 and the price of a high-consumption basket at more than US$80.  
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Table 2 Prices of different digital baskets of services by country (2018) 

 
Source: Exchange rate from WDI and USD prices from ITU (2018). 

 
Digital services are unaffordable for many Latin Americans. The affordability of digital services varies 
widely between countries (figure 17). Based on the results of this more comprehensive measure of 
affordability, internet services are unaffordable for most households in Argentina, Bolivia, Colombia, and 
the Dominican Republic. In Mexico, despite having some of the lowest prices, a low-consumption cellular 
subscription is affordable for only half of all households while a fixed-broadband and high-consumption 
subscription would be unaffordable for most. Generally, speaking internet services are affordable for most 
households in Brazil, Chile, and Uruguay. Based on the results of this analysis, affordability across services 
is most even in Brazil.  
 

Figure 17 Average affordability by country and digital basket 

 
 

4.3 Disaggregating affordability by internet service and demographic 

4.3.1 Regional analysis  

Affordability of digital services in LAC is a function of service, age, and education. Of the three services 
analyzed, fixed broadband is the least affordable (figure 18). Approximately 56 percent of all households 
cannot afford a fixed broadband subscription, including 15 percent that are already connected—meaning 
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some of these households may be sacrificing other basic needs to pay for internet service. Low-
consumption mobile services are the most affordable overall; however, 45 percent of households still 
cannot afford a subscription, including 25 percent that remain unconnected. The difference in 
affordability between low- and high-consumption cellular services is small. Approximately 20, 17, and 13 
percent of households could afford fixed-broadband, low- or high-consumption mobile internet services 
respectively yet remain unconnected. Several factors could be affecting this lack of connectivity: (i) lack 
of available services e.g., infrastructure; (ii) lack of skills; (iii) lack of relevant and language-appropriate 
content; (iv) lack of perceived relevance/choice.   
 

Figure 18 General internet affordability means by connectivity and service 

 
 
Internet services are significantly less affordable for people who lack an elementary school education 
and those over 65. The head of household’s gender does not appear corelated to affordability; however, 
the absence of children appears to be marginally related (figure A2.1 and A2.2). Age and education have 
a strong relationship with affordability and connectivity (figures 19 and 20).  
 
Affordability and connectivity increase significantly with level of education (figure 19). Fixed-broadband 
connectivity is unaffordable for people who lack an elementary school education (66 percent) compared 
with people with a secondary school education (47 percent) and those with a tertiary education (35 
percent) (figure 19). A similar pattern emerges with low- and high-consumption cellular internet service 
and the portion of unconnected people increases by level of education. Assuming people with a higher 
level of education have the technical and language skills needed to connect and understand the relevance 
of connecting, this might suggest a lack of infrastructure is a key barrier to connecting. Alternatively, this 
may be an informed decision.  
 
Older people are less able to afford internet services; however, this does not appear to affect their rate 
of connectivity (figure 20). For example, fixed-broadband services are unaffordable for 58 percent of 18–
34-year-olds, 54 percent of 35–64-year-olds and 62 percent of people aged 65 and older. However, 
unconnected rates are similar for all three groups (14, 16, and 14 percent respectively). The affordability 
gap increases when considering cellular connectivity and 54 and 48 percent of people over 65 cannot 
afford low- or high-consumption cellular internet services, respectively, compared with 47 and 53 percent 
for 18–34-year-olds and 42 and 49 percent of 34–65-year-olds. Across all age groups, the share of the 
connected population for whom digital services are unaffordable is similar.  
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Figure 19 Affordability and connectivity by education 
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Figure 20 Affordability and connectivity by age 

 
4.3.2 Country-level analysis  

As fixed-broadband is unaffordable in most countries, and most people in LAC connect to the internet 
using cellular services, this section focuses on low- and high-consumption cellular subscriptions only.  
 
Affordability varies significantly by country and internet services remain cost prohibitive in many parts 
of LAC. In Uruguay, most households can afford internet services and are already connected (figure 21). 
Rates of affordability and connectivity are comparatively high in Brazil and Chile. Affordability seems 
highly problematic in Bolivia, the Dominican Republic, Colombia, and Mexico. However, connectivity does 
not appear related to affordability in Bolivia, the Dominican Republic and to a lesser degree Colombia 
(figure 21). This could suggest one-time connection or device fees are more affordable in those countries 
but once connected, recurring subscription costs are untenable meaning households may be sacrificing 
other basic needs or borrowing to pay for services. Conversely, in Mexico, affordability is strongly related 
to connectivity. Argentina is an exceptional outlier (figure 21). Most people including most connected 
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people (>50 percent) cannot afford the internet. This means more than half of all households could be 
sacrificing their basic needs or forced to borrow to pay for internet services.  
 

Figure 21 Affordability by country 

 
Country-level patterns of affordability and connectivity follow regional trends and are related to 
education and age. In all countries, internet services are less affordable for people over 65 than any other 
age group (figure 22). Education is clearly correlated to affordability and connectivity, and in all countries, 
internet services are more affordable for people with a secondary or tertiary education (Figure 23). The 
affordability gap is widest for people with only an elementary school education. Like regional trends, 
slightly more people with higher levels of education for whom internet services are affordable are 
unconnected, except for Mexico where connectivity is closely related to affordability. An absence of 
children in the home appears to have a small relationship with affordability (figure A2.4). 
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Figure 22 Affordability by country and age 
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Figure 23 Affordability by country and education 
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5 Policy Implications 

This analysis illustrates the value of adopting a multidimensional approach to assessing the affordability 
of internet services in LAC. For instance, the method employed in this study enabled different baskets of 
services to be compared and contrasted, and the results to be disaggregated by important demographic 
indicators as well as connectivity. These results show: (i) internet services are unaffordable for large 
portions of the region’s population, (ii) affordability is related to service, age and education, and (iii) 
affordability is not always related to connectivity, meaning some households may be sacrificing other basic 
needs to remain connected. Broad policy implications derived from these results have been outlined 
below. Additional data would however be required to conduct a more thorough and context-specific 
analysis and to develop more precise policy recommendations.  
 

1. The price of internet services must be reduced to improve affordability and connectivity, and 
a more detailed understanding of costs is needed. 

 
Total economic costs can be defined as capital costs (including financing) and the costs of operating and 
maintaining digital infrastructure systems. Correctly identifying, and quantifying costs is fundamental to 
accurately determining the cost of an affordable basket of digital services. Using a backward-looking 
approach to calculate average costs focuses heavily on expenses incurred and, because of its simplicity, is 
by far the most common approach. There are, however, sound arguments for a more forward-looking 
approach that explicitly recognizes invested asset value and the decline in the useful life of capital assets. 
 
Prices are particularly affected by the market's structure and competition within the sector. Implementing 
regulatory reforms to promote competition and efficiency in infrastructure markets can help lower prices 
for consumers. This may include measures such as deregulation, price controls, or the introduction of 
competitive bidding processes for service provision. But the cost is also affected by the technology of 
choice. Encouraging innovation and the adoption of innovative technologies can help lower the cost of 
providing infrastructure services over time. This may involve government support for research and 
development and incentives for private sector investment in innovation. Promoting efficiency measures, 
such as improving energy efficiency, can help lower the cost of providing digital services and reduce prices 
for consumers. 
 
Understanding and determining the cost of a basket of services, including devices, is a complex, 
multidimensional challenge. Import taxes might contribute to the cost of services given the reliance of 
imported inputs, etc. The cost of services might also be affected by domestic taxes, particularly for devices, 
a known barrier to connectivity. A recent study demonstrated that reducing value added tax by 9 
percentage points can increase smartphone adoption by up to 10 percent (Shreeti, 2024). Understanding 
the full costs and tax structure will be key to better designing these charges. 
 

2. Targeted financial assistance is essential when initial costs are a key barrier to connecting.  
 
With few exceptions, the lack of financial instruments rather than the availability and willingness-to-pay 
for these services is understood to be a major constraint in the region. Targeted financial assistance refers 
to financial aid programs designed to support individuals or households facing financial challenges in 
accessing essential infrastructure services. These programs are targeted towards low-income or vulnerable 
populations who may struggle to afford basic internet services. 
 

https://www.bis.org/publ/work1166.htm
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Targeted financial assistance programs often employ means-testing mechanisms to identify eligible 
beneficiaries. Means-testing involves assessing the income and financial resources of individuals or 
households to determine their level of need. This ensures that assistance is directed towards those who 
need it most, rather than being distributed indiscriminately. A common form of targeted financial 
assistance is subsidies, where the government provides financial support to reduce the cost of 
infrastructure services for eligible households.  
 

3. Selective and well-designed subsidies will be needed to help connect some segments of the 
population and to reverse growing inequalities. 

 
Subsidies can take various forms, such as direct cash transfers, vouchers, or discounts on bills and devices. 
These subsidies effectively lower the out-of-pocket expenses for beneficiaries, making essential digital 
services more affordable. 
 
A comprehensive analysis of affordability provides the policy maker with important insights into which 
populations require support, and whether one-time access costs or recurrent consumption charges pose 
the greatest challenge to affordability. A single policy instrument—no matter how ingeniously designed—
is unlikely to meet all policy objectives simultaneously. In most cases, a subsidy’s target population or 
service will differ depending upon which objective is selected. Subsidies to advance equitable access to 
affordable internet services seek to either reduce the cost of services to end users (i.e., ensure a minimum 
level of consumption) or expand service areas to unserved populations (i.e., expand access). Meanwhile, 
the pursuit of positive externalities will lead to the prioritization of densely populated areas that have 
increased potential to positively impact the environment and/or improve public health. 
 
Upon selecting a policy objective, policy makers must decide which service(s) and/or population(s) will be 
targeted. As with policies in general, there is no one-size-fits-all solution to the problems of inadequate 
access to or consumption of digital services: the most suitable policy will depend on the specific goals to 
be attained, the context in which it is to be implemented, and the resource constraints of the government 
and stakeholders. 
 
Any decision to subsidize a particular service, population, or cost entails inherent trade-offs that affect the 
efficient attainment of the chosen objectives. Although subsidies with a policy objective to advance 
equitable access to affordable services will, by definition, seek to benefit the poor and marginalized, the 
decision to target, for example, a particular service (e.g., low-consumption mobile services) or geographic 
areas (e.g., urban) will establish the eligibility of particular segments of the population, even before any 
selection of a targeting mechanism. 
 
Subsidies can be funded by either taxpayers (through government) or philanthropic funds, or through 
cross-subsidization by charging other present and/or future users more than the cost of service. The choice 
of funding will be driven by the government’s fiscal space, opportunities for philanthropic funding or 
concessional financing, and the potential for cross-subsidization across users. 
 
After selecting the policy objective, the target service(s) and/or population(s), and the means of funding, 
policy makers can turn their attention to the design of the subsidy itself. As they do so, it is important to 
keep in mind the characteristics of well-designed subsidies: they should be well targeted, transparent, and 
nondistortionary. The decoupling of subsidies from access and consumption charges through the provision 
of cash transfers, whether conditional or unconditional, can improve the efficiency, transparency, and 
targeting of WSS subsidies.  
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6 Concluding remarks 

Developing more detailed and context-specific policies will require additional analyses, 
contingent upon the availability of more comprehensive and more recent data that include, for 
example, the cost of entry-level devices. This study nonetheless points to several important 
findings: 
 
Internet services are expensive and unaffordable for most people in LAC. Study after study 
reveals that connecting to the internet is cost-prohibitive in Latin America and exceptionally so in 
several countries. Fixed broadband services are limited in the region and unaffordable for most 
households (56 percent). Cellular services are more affordable, yet 45-52 percent of households 
still cannot afford them. Affordability of digital services in LAC is related to income, education, 
and age, and on average, younger, better-educated, and higher-income households are more able 
to afford internet services.  
 
Affordability is more nuanced than traditional expense-to-income measures suggest. Though 
most studies focus on the cost of internet connectivity as a function of income, this study goes 
further to understand which segments of the population are impacted and how. An important 
aspect of this affordability analysis is that it differentiates between households with and without 
access, revealing important shares of the region’s connected population cannot afford their 
services, for example Argentina. In some countries, for example Mexico, digital services are 
unaffordable for most and sizable portions of the population remain unconnected. This means 
the digital divide upholds and could be contributing to poverty and inequality in LAC. 
 
Policies to address affordability are not one-size-fits all and should be tailored to the context 
requiring more comprehensive data. Where connecting to the internet is cost-prohibitive for 
most of a country’s population, efforts should be made to reduce costs overall and to address 
specific barriers to affordability. For example, regulatory reforms to promote competition can 
help lower prices for consumers and might include market deregulation, price controls or 
competitive bidding processes for service provision. Implementing the most appropriate tax 
structure for digital goods and services to benefit end users may also help reduce costs, especially 
of devices. Targeted financial assistance would be a more appropriate option when initial 
connection costs and the price of devices are a barrier to connecting. Like all policy mechanisms, 
targeted financial assistance should be tailored to the specific context to ensure assistance is 
directed towards those most in need. Finally, subsidies will be needed to help certain segments 
of the population and especially low-income or marginalized households become connected and 
to reverse the growing digital divide.  
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ANNEX 1 
 

Table A1 Type of Internet Connectivity by Country 

 
Note: * included in both categories  
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Annex 2 Matrices of coverage and affordability 
 

Figure A2.1 Affordability by gender of head of household 
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Figure A2.2 Affordability by presence or absence of children in the home 

 
 

Figure A2.3 Affordability by country and gender 
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Figure A2.4 Affordability by country and presence or absence children in the home 

 


