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Main Findings 
▸ New data from the Global Findex Digital Connectivity 

Tracker 2025 show that 1.46 billion offline adults 
live in 81 of 123 low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs), amounting to 45% of their adult population. 

▸ Of the 1.46 billion people offline in the sample, over 
826 million (57%) are women, indicating significant 
barriers to women’s digital access and use. 

▸ Digital exclusion in LMICs is shaped by three gaps: 
coverage (lack of infrastructure); usage (lack of 
adoption); and gender (a subset of the usage gap 
that captures disparities in Internet use between 
men and women).

▸ Despite broadband infrastructure expansion, 
usage gaps now exceed coverage gaps in 74 out 
of 81 LMICs. Of the 1.46 billion people not using 
the Internet, only 12% (171 million) lack coverage, 
while 88% (1.28 billion) live in areas with broadband 
access. Demand-side barriers such as affordability, 
digital skills, and social norms all contribute to the 
large usage gap.

▸ In 63 of 81 countries analyzed, fewer women use 
the Internet relative to men. Five countries—India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nigeria, and Ethiopia— 
account for nearly 500 million offline women who 

live within the range of broadband networks but 
do not use the Internet, a third of the offline adult 
population in our sample.

▸ Scenario modeling suggests different impacts. Closing 
all coverage gaps without affecting usage or gender 
gaps adds 88 million Internet users; closing only 
usage gaps adds 869 million; and closing only gender 
gaps adds 208 million women. A combination of all 
three is necessary to achieving universal connectivity. 

▸ Achieving universal and inclusive connectivity 
requires tailored, evidence-based policies that 
address the root causes of exclusion—especially 
those affecting women.

▸ The path to universal connectivity looks different 
in every country. For instance, Niger, with 75% of 
its population in the coverage gap, could benefit 
most from infrastructure investments. While, 
Malaysia, where usage gaps are highest but gender 
disparities in Internet use are small, would benefit 
from policies to boost usage that may be gender-
agnostic. By contrast, Pakistan, with a 44 percentage 
point gender gap in Internet use, would benefit 
the most from gender-targeted interventions in its 
quest to achieve universal connectivity. 

* The authors would like to thank Leora Klapper and Alexandra Norris for the close collaboration and feedback on this note. The authors also thank Diva Dhar
and Ana Maria Munoz Boudet for serving as peer reviewers. P
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Despite 96 percent of the world’s population living  
within reach of mobile broadband networks,  
nearly 3 billion people (38 percent of global  
population) are still offline.1 New data from the  
Global Findex Digital Connectivity Tracker 2025  
reveals that approximately 1.46 billion of those offline  
live in 81 of 123 low- and middle-income countries  
(LMICs), approximately 45% of the adult population  
in these countries. Of these, 826 million  are women,  
underscoring the gendered dimensions of the digital 
divide. The implications of this exclusion extend  
far beyond  the Internet.  Digital connectivity has  
become a powerful enabler of economic growth,  
poverty reduction, and job creation in LMICs.2  Digital 
connectivity  enhances  financial  inclusion,3  expands  
access to flexible employment opportunities,4 and  
significantly increases labor force participation,  
especially among women.5 

Digital exclusion can be understood through  
three gaps: the coverage gap; the  usage gap; and  
the gender gap. The coverage gap is the share of  
population living outside the reach of broadband  

networks, typically measured as those without access 
to mobile broadband networks. The usage gap refers 
to the share of population who live within broadband 
coverage, but do not use the Internet or online  
services. Evidence suggests that affordability, limited 
digital skills, and the lack of relevant content online  
can all contribute to the usage gap.6 The gender gap  
highlights disparities between men and women in  
terms of their Internet use. Even when infrastructure 
is available and affordable, women in some countries 
are less likely to own smartphones, make data  
purchases, or use digital services for economic and  
social activities. This gap varies across countries, and 
is driven by many factors, including unequal access  
to financial resources, lower digital literacy, concerns 
about safety and privacy, and gendered social norms 
that  may  limit  women  from benefiting  from digital  
technologies. 

This note estimates coverage, usage, and gender  
gaps in 81  LMICs using  coverage  data from  the  
International Telecommunication Union (ITU)  
and sex-disaggregated Internet use data from the 

Figure 1: Data on Usage, Coverage, and the Gender Gap 
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1 ITU. (2024). Measuring digital development: Facts and Figures 2024.  
2 Hjort, J., & Tian, L. (2024). The economic impact of Internet connectivity in developing countries.  
3 Roessler, P., Kumar, T., Bhattacharya, S., Carroll, P., Dulani, B., & Nielson, D. (2023). Smartphone Ownership, Economic Empowerment and Women’s Prop-
erty Rights: Experimental Evidence from Malawi. Working paper. NCBI, Google Scholar  
4 Ho, L., Jalota, S., & Karandikar, A. (2024). Bringing Work Home: Flexible Work Arrangements as Gateway Jobs for Women in West Bengal. Unpublished  
working paper.  
5 Chiplunkar, G., & Goldberg, P. K. (2022). The Employment Effects of Mobile Internet in Developing Countries (No. w30741). National Bureau of Economic 
Research: https://www.nber.org/papers/w30741 
6 Chen, R. (2021). A Demand-Side View of Mobile Internet Adoption in the Global South. Policy Research Working Paper 9590, World Bank 

https://www.nber.org/papers/w30741
https://openknowledge.worldbank.org/server/api/core/bitstreams/ce2aa173-fba6-521c-a439-5e275eb7b96f/content
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Global Findex 2025 Digital Connectivity Tracker.7  
While these gaps provide a useful framework  
for understanding digital exclusion, their relative  
importance varies across countries. Examining  
these gaps in LMICs can enable policymakers to  
deploy the most effective combination of supply-side 
infrastructure expansion, demand-side adoption  
programs, and gender-targeted interventions to  
ensure meaningful connectivity. 

Estimating Coverage, Usage, 
and Gender Gaps 
While  many  countries now enjoy  near-universal  
broadband coverage, a small but important number  
of countries lack this essential infrastructure. 
For instance, in  Niger, the Democratic Republic of  
Congo, and Burkina Faso, over 40% of the population 
remain outside 3G or 4G coverage, making access to 
mobile broadband networks the main barrier in these  
countries. Even in countries with relatively small  
coverage gaps as a share of population, millions may 
still lack coverage—in Pakistan, for example, nearly  
30 million people (19% of adults) live in areas without 
mobile broadband networks. 

Despite broadband infrastructure expansion,  
usage gaps now exceed coverage gaps in 74 out of 
81  countries; of the  1.46  billion people  not using  
the  Internet, only  12%  (171  million)  do not live  
within coverage  of broadband  networks, while  
the remaining 88% (1.28 billion) live in  covered  
areas (Figure  2). Countries such as Ethiopia, India,  
and Pakistan have relatively small coverage gaps but 
continue to face major challenges in expanding actual  
Internet use. In Ethiopia, for instance, only 1.7% of the  
population lacks network coverage, yet 84.5% do not 
use the Internet. Similarly, while India enjoys near-
universal coverage, 573 million people—about 40%  
of the population—do not use the Internet. 

Figure 2: Coverage and usage gaps in 81 low- and 
middle income countries 
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Source: Authors’ calculations using data from the Global Findex Digital 
Connectivity Tracker 2025 and ITU Datahub using data for 2023-24. 

7 The Global Findex Digital Connectivity Tracker collects data for 90 LMICs. 
Of these, 7 were exclusively interviewed by phone, and are excluded  
in the analysis. For 2 additional countries – West Bank and Gaza, and  
Mauritania—coverage data was not updated, leading to their exclusion  
from the analysis.  
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Figure 3. Gender Gap in Internet Use using the 
Global Findex Digital Connectivity Tracker 2025 
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Source: Authors’ calculations using data from the Global Findex Digital  
Connectivity Tracker 2025. 

These aggregate statistics on coverage and usage  
gaps mask substantial gender differences. In 63  
of 81 countries analyzed, fewer women use the  
Internet relative  to men (Figure  3).  Pakistan  stands  
out with a gap of 44 percentage points, followed by  
Burkina Faso, Kenya, and Egypt with gaps above  
20 percentage points. In contrast, many countries,  
including several in Latin America and Southeast  
Asia, report minimal or no measurable gap, with  
most countries exhibiting a gender gap between  
5 and 15 percentage points. In our sample of 81  
countries, nearly half a billion adult women who  
live in broadband covered areas but do not use the  
Internet are in  just five countries: India, Pakistan,  
Bangladesh, Nigeria, and  Ethiopia. In  many  southeast  
Asian economies and countries in Latin America  
and  the Caribbean, gender gaps in  Internet use are  
minimal, or more women use the Internet than men  
do. Reasons for these vary across countries and  
often reflect societal norms towards women, but  
systematic evidence on underlying mechanisms for  
these patterns is absent. 

Modeling the Impact of 
Closing Coverage, Usage, and 
Gender Gaps in LMICs 
We have modeled three hypothetical scenarios of 
possible approaches to  closing coverage, usage,  
and gender gaps to illustrate the potential impact 
of different policy choices. Figure 4 summarizes the 
impact of different scenarios. 

In Scenario 1,  countries  extend  mobile  coverage  
to all unserved  areas while  current usage  
patterns remain  unchanged. This means that men’s  
and women’s Internet use in newly covered  areas  
continues to reflect current imbalances. For example, 
if 60% of men and 40% of women in covered areas  
currently use the Internet, the scenario assumes 60% 
of  men  and  40% of  women  in  newly  covered  areas  
would also become Internet users once broadband  
networks reach them. This maintains both current  
gender disparities and current adoption patterns  
within covered populations.  
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Figure 4: Number of new Internet users under  
the different scenarios 
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gender gap (i.e. more men than women use the Internet). 

Source: Authors’ calculations using data from the Global Findex Digital 
Connectivity Tracker 2025 and ITU Datahub using data for 2023–24. 

Figure 4 illustrates that in Scenario 1—where we 
only target infrastructure expansion without 
any demand-side interventions—an additional 
88 million people would come online, comprising 
of an additional 35 million women and 53 million 
men. This means that of the 171 million people 
in our sample without coverage, nearly half – 83 
million people, including 50 million women – would 
continue to remain offline under existing use 
patterns. 

Scenario 2  models fully closing the usage  gap,  
while leaving all other parameters constant.  
This scenario assumes universal adoption among all  
individuals with  network  access, while maintaining  
the existing female-to-male Internet use ratio.  
Men’s usage increases to match coverage levels (up  
to 100%), and women’s usage rises proportionally  
based on the current gender gap. This represents  
an  optimistic ceiling  where infrastructure barriers  

are eliminated and all demand-side barriers except  
gender-specific ones are addressed, showing the  
maximum potential reach under current gender  
dynamics. 

An estimated  869  million people—519  million  
men and 350 million women—would come online  
in Scenario 2. These large numbers underscore the  
importance of policies that target Internet adoption,  
for example, through improved device and Internet  
affordability for end users and strengthening digital  
literacy to boost actual use8. However, maximizing  
use without gender-intentional interventions would  
still leave 536 million people offline, of whom 454  
million (85%) are women and 82 million (15%) are  
men.  

Scenarios 1 and 2 both rely on strong assumptions,  
modeling the limits of  what is possible when  
infrastructure and demand-side end-user  
adoption policies are perfectly implemented  
without explicit gender intentionality. Scenario 1  
assumes that expanding coverage to unconnected  
areas would yield use rates comparable to those in  
better-served regions, but use in underserved areas  
may  be lower due to rurality, poverty, and  lower  
education levels. Scenario 2 posits that there exist  
policies that equally benefit men and women while  
pursuing demand-side interventions. In practice,  
this is unlikely and could plausibly swing in either  
direction. For instance, if women are on average  
poorer, income targeted subsidies for device  
adoption may be more likely to benefit them. In  
contrast, policies offering free public WiFi in rural  
areas may benefit men more, especially in countries  
where social norms discourage or restrict women  
from frequenting public spaces.  

Finally, Scenario  3 specifically models  the effects  
of closing gender gaps across all countries where 
men’s use  exceeds women’s. To do so, we close  
gender gaps by bringing women’s Internet usage up  
to men’s current levels, without any infrastructure  

8 While device and data affordability can be achieved through the lens of demand-side policies as modeled in this scenario, it is important to note that sup-
ply-side interventions that lower the cost of deploying broadband networks and improve competition in the broadband value chain also make a difference 
to the prices faced by end users. 
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expansion or increases in male use. Again, while  
hypothetical, the  scenario  models  potential  gains  
from gender-focused interventions alone, revealing  
how many additional women would come online if  
they adopted the Internet at the same rate as men. 

In Scenario 3, an additional 208 million women 
would come online if  gender disparities in  Internet  
use were fully eliminated. Importantly, these are  
gains that could be realized within existing, covered  
areas. This figure represents the scale of women  
who remain excluded not because networks are  
unavailable or  unaffordable, but due to constraints  
that may disproportionately affect women, including 
restrictive social norms and lesser access to financial 
resources for making device and data purchases.  
Addressing these barriers may require targeted  
interventions beyond infrastructure expansion and  
general affordability measures. 

Country-Specific Scenarios: 
Models for Niger, Malaysia, & 
Pakistan 
While on average, gains in connectivity could  
come  from increasing usage, country  contexts  
vary  significantly and  may  affect optimal policy  
choice.  We present country-specific figures for  
each of the three modeled scenarios — available  
through our  interactive application. This note  
highlights three contrasting examples that reveal  
the importance of context-specific strategies.  

In Niger, where  infrastructure  remains the 
primary barrier, supply-side policies under 
Scenario 1 would bring 6.9 million people online, 
while  Scenarios 2  and  3  would  add  only  0.8  million 
and 0.4 million, respectively (Figure 5A).  This  
suggests that investments in  network expansion— 
such as subsidizing infrastructure deployment  
in  remote areas or expanding  universal  service  
programs — may need to take priority over demand-
side interventions to achieve the largest gains. 

Figure 5A: The case of Niger 
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Connectivity Tracker 2025 and ITU Datahub using data for 2023–24. 

In Malaysia, on the other hand, where coverage is 
nearly universal and  the gender gap  is minimal,  
Scenario 2, focused on increasing usage without  
specific gender-intentionality  would  connect an  
additional 2.8 million  people (Figure 5B). Here,  
policies such as broad-based digital literacy programs,  
income-targeted subsidies, and relevant local content  
creation may be valuable. The relatively small gains  
from gender-focused interventions indicate that  
Malaysia’s challenges are more economic and  
educational than gender-specific. 

Figure 5B: The case of Malaysia 
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Meanwhile, in Pakistan, where  the  gender gap  
is substantial, Scenario 3  would  result in 43  
million  more people online, underscoring the  
transformative potential of gender-focused policies  
(Figure 5C).  This massive potential gain—larger than  
the population of many countries—highlights how  
addressing sociocultural barriers to women’s Internet  
use can be the highest-impact intervention in contexts  
with significant gender disparities. Effective policies 
might include targeted digital literacy programs for 

Figure 5C: The case of Pakistan 
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women, addressing safety and harassment concerns 
online, and engaging communities to shift norms 
around women’s mobile phone ownership and 
Internet use. 

Policy Implications 
Closing the digital divide requires moving beyond  
one-size-fits-all  approaches  to  evidence-based,  
context-specific strategies.  As these scenarios  
demonstrate, the path to universal connectivity  
looks different in every country—and achieving true  
digital inclusion means ensuring women benefit  
equally from these investments. Countries with  
large coverage gaps may require infrastructure  
investment; those with  near-universal coverage  
but low usage need affordability and digital skills  
interventions; and  those with  significant gender  
gaps should prioritize gender-responsive policies.  

Policymakers should thus use diagnostic tools to  
identify their country’s primary barriers, design  
interventions that address root causes rather than  
symptoms, and track progress not just in aggregate  
connectivity but in gender-disaggregated outcomes. 
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Annex: Country-Level Data 

Country Name 

Adult 
Population 
(millions) 

Coverage 
Gap (%) 

Coverage 
Gap 

(millions) 
Usage 
Gap (%) 

Usage Gap 
(millions) 

Adult 
Internet 
Users (%) 

Adult 
Internet 
Users 
(millions) 

Albania 2.28 0.4 0.01 16.76 0.38 82.84 1.89 

Argentina 35.43 1.5 0.53 10.37 3.67 88.13 31.23 

Armenia 2.41 0 0 12.48 0.30 87.52 2.11 

Azerbaijan 7.89 0 0 13.65 1.08 86.35 6.81 

Benin 8.21 15 1.23 50.66 4.16 34.34 2.82 

Burkina Faso 13.26 42 5.56 26.68 3.54 31.32 4.15 

Bangladesh 122.84 1.1 1.31 55.32 67.96 43.58 53.53 

Bosnia and 
Herzegovina 2.76 2 0.06 13.21 0.37 84.79 2.34

Belize 0.30 2 0.01 11.97 0.04 86.03 0.26 

Bolivia 8.55 5 0.43 15.88 1.36 79.12 6.77 

Brazil 169.05 6.6 11.17 5.85 9.89 87.55 148.00 

Botswana 1.68 2 0.03 50.74 0.85 47.26 0.79 

Cote d’Ivoire 18.30 1.9 0.35 50.88 9.31 47.22 8.64 

Cameroon 16.52 25 4.13 28.75 4.75 46.25 7.64 

Congo, Dem. Rep. 57.03 45 25.66 22.92 13.07 32.08 18.30 

Congo, Rep. 3.66 16.6 0.61 49.45 1.81 33.95 1.24 

Colombia 41.54 0 0 19.31 8.02 80.69 33.52 

Comoros 0.53 6 0.03 50.64 0.27 43.36 0.23 

Costa Rica 4.12 5 0.21 7.61 0.31 87.39 3.60 

Dominican 
Republic 8.28 1.3 0.11 9.36 0.78 89.34 7.40

Ecuador 13.48 3.7 0.5 13.55 1.83 82.75 11.16 

Egypt, Arab Rep. 77.39 0.2 0.15 44.92 34.76 54.88 42.47 

Ethiopia 78.03 1.7 1.29 84.51 65.94 13.79 10.76 

Gabon 1.57 2 0.03 29.28 0.46 68.72 1.08 

Georgia 2.93 0.1 0 18.04 0.53 81.86 2.40 

Ghana 21.56 0.5 0.11 44.74 9.65 54.76 11.81 

Guinea 8.46 23 1.95 45.98 3.89 31.02 2.63 

Gambia, The 1.60 7.2 0.12 27.95 0.45 64.85 1.04 
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Country Name 

Adult 
Population 
(millions) 

Coverage 
Gap (%) 

Coverage 
Gap 

(millions) 
Usage 
Gap (%) 

Usage Gap 
(millions) 

Adult 
Internet 
Users (%) 

Adult 
Internet 
Users 
(millions) 

Guatemala 12.30 5 0.61 23.88 2.94 71.12 8.75 

Honduras 7.35 7 0.51 17.71 1.30 75.29 5.53 

Indonesia 211.08 1 2.17 28.54 60.24 70.46 148.73 

India 1077.73 1.1 11.86 53.17 573.02 45.73 492.85 

Iraq 28.36 1.8 0.51 22.03 6.25 76.17 21.60 

Jordan 7.87 0.5 0.04 10.23 0.81 89.27 7.02 

Kazakhstan 14.32 5 0.72 6.62 0.95 88.38 12.66 

Kenya 34.62 2 0.69 37.51 12.98 60.49 20.94 

Kyrgyz Republic 4.78 0.5 0.02 7.47 0.36 92.03 4.40 

Cambodia 12.18 6.9 0.84 12.1 1.47 81 9.86 

Lao PDR 5.32 15 0.8 14.83 0.79 70.17 3.73 

Lebanon 4.23 0.4 0.02 5.4 0.23 94.2 3.99 

Liberia 3.30 14.6 0.48 52.48 1.73 32.92 1.09 

Sri Lanka 17.11 3 0.51 54.03 9.24 42.97 7.35 

Lesotho 1.50 4.2 0.06 49.91 0.75 45.89 0.69 

Morocco 27.89 0.3 0.08 34.93 9.74 64.77 18.07 

Moldova 1.97 0.1 0 21.23 0.42 78.67 1.55 

Madagascar 18.85 31.8 6 57.14 10.77 11.06 2.09 

Mexico 97.41 3 2.91 19.48 18.97 77.52 75.52 

North Macedonia 1.52 0.1 0 16.71 0.25 83.19 1.26 

Mali 12.73 19 2.42 35.01 4.46 45.99 5.85 

Montenegro 0.50 2 0.01 14.19 0.07 83.81 0.42 

Mongolia 2.34 0 0 13.12 0.31 86.88 2.04 

Mozambique 18.58 14 2.6 58.89 10.94 27.11 5.04 

Malawi 12.38 11.3 1.4 68.2 8.45 20.5 2.54 

Malaysia 27.30 2.9 0.79 10.21 2.79 86.89 23.72 

Namibia 1.86 11 0.2 32.59 0.61 56.41 1.05 

Niger 13.87 76 10.54 8.44 1.17 15.56 2.16 

Nigeria 133.33 10.6 14.11 51.66 68.88 37.74 50.32 
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Country Name 

Adult 
Population 
(millions) 

Coverage 
Gap (%) 

Coverage 
Gap 

(millions) 
Usage 
Gap (%) 

Usage Gap 
(millions) 

Adult 
Internet 
Users (%) 

Adult 
Internet 
Users 
(millions) 

Nicaragua 4.83 20.6 1 4.68 0.23 74.72 3.61 

Nepal 21.17 10 2.12 39.88 8.44 50.12 10.61 

Pakistan 155.83 19 29.61 45.32 70.63 35.68 55.60 

Peru 25.60 13.1 3.36 8.75 2.24 78.15 20.01 

Philippines 82.02 1.5 1.27 27.69 22.71 70.71 58.00 

Paraguay 4.87 0.4 0.02 15.76 0.77 83.84 4.09 

Senegal 11.09 0.5 0.06 29.4 3.26 70.1 7.78 

Sierra Leone 5.20 4 0.21 63.25 3.29 32.75 1.70 

El Salvador 4.72 8 0.38 11.15 0.53 80.85 3.82 

Serbia 5.67 0.5 0.03 20.27 1.15 79.23 4.49 

Eswatini 0.82 0.9 0.01 47.52 0.39 51.58 0.42 

Chad 10.29 24.6 2.53 64.02 6.59 11.38 1.17 

Togo 5.59 0.3 0.02 55.99 3.13 43.71 2.45 

Thailand 60.88 1 0.61 13.22 8.05 85.78 52.23 

Tajikistan 6.60 5.7 0.38 31.79 2.10 62.51 4.12 

Tunisia 9.22 1 0.09 31.01 2.86 67.99 6.27 

Turkiye 66.69 0.2 0.17 12.32 8.22 87.48 58.34 

Tanzania 38.16 14 5.34 65.56 25.02 20.44 7.80 

Uganda 27.28 14 3.82 47.77 13.03 38.23 10.43 

Uzbekistan 24.65 4 0.99 22.27 5.49 73.73 18.17 

Viet Nam 76.66 0.2 0.11 11.92 9.14 87.88 67.37 

South Africa 46.72 0.2 0.1 31.49 14.71 68.31 31.92 

Zambia 12.03 4.5 0.54 56.64 6.81 38.86 4.67 

Zimbabwe 9.59 13.2 1.27 55.16 5.29 31.64 3.03 
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