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Executive Summary 
 

Asia and the Pacific has been going through a fundamental transformation induced by digital 

technology and connectivity. The region has been a driving force of such digital 

transformation - be it artificial intelligence (AI), Internet of Things (IoT), Big Data, cloud 

computing or blockchain. Mobile payment technologies have been accelerating financial 

inclusion deep into remote and rural areas, while AI, IoT and Big Data analytics have been 

revolutionizing healthcare, infrastructure and building maintenance, disaster risk mitigation 

and preparedness efforts while increasing agricultural productivity. They are also used for 

business analytics, new product development, industrial Internet, smart logistics among 

others, which are deemed to shape future competitiveness of economies across the globe.  

 

Digital technology and connectivity have been proven effective in addressing some of the 

negative consequences of Corona Virus Disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemics. The rapid 

spread of COVID-19 has been causing cascading economic and social stress across the world. 

The production of goods and services has decreased in some countries, while an increasing 

number of economies are feared to go in recession, with rising unemployment rates. More 

schools are closed, and hospitals overcrowded with dwindling medical supplies. In combating 

the adverse effects of COVID-19 and enhancing societal and economic resilience, digital 

technology and connectivity have emerged as an essential tool and alternative to the physical 

equivalent. 

 

Unsurprisingly, this resilience is observed mainly among the advanced economies where 

enabling digital infrastructure and ecosystem already exist. It has accentuated the fact that 

the multi-facetted digital gaps between advanced economies and developing countries are 

widening even further. What does this mean for developing countries which have been 

catching up with mobile and fixed broadband technologies, networks and access? What are 

the accelerated pathways for their digital transformation, while advancing digital inclusion to 

achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) in the region? The answer may lie in how 

we expand connectivity to the unconnected and address the perennial issue of last mile 

connectivity. 

 

Asia and the Pacific demonstrated steady growth in expanding access to broadband networks 

over the last decade. The growth, however, has been uneven across subregions and 
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countries. While East and North East Asia is the front runner in terms of both fixed and mobile 

broadband access, South and South West Asia lags far behind. According to studies of the 

United Nations Economic and Social Commission for Asia and the Pacific (ESCAP), a wider 

divergence between subregions and countries has been observed, particularly in terms of the 

growth of fixed broadband access. Mobile broadband continues to have a strong uptake 

across countries due to the rapid growth of mobile infrastructure, technologies and services, 

but the distribution of growth is uneven, in which the South and South West Asia, in 

particular, remains the least connected. 

 

The broadband divide seems even more pronounced when categorizing countries by the level 

of economic development. As broadband access in developed countries continues to fast 

forward, the countries with special needs, including least developed countries (LDCs), 

landlocked developing countries (LLDCs), and small island developing states (SIDS), remain 

largely unconnected and, in some countries, do not show any meaningful progress. In some 

countries, fixed broadband has become less affordable over the years, increasing the 

likelihood that these countries may not be able to catch up with their advanced peers. 

Although mobile broadband has become increasingly affordable for countries with special 

needs in tandem with lower mobile broadband subscription rates, many countries still 

experience insufficient international bandwidth.  

 

As broadband subscriptions are still unaffordable for many, Wi-Fi has emerged as an effective 

and low-cost technology with the potential to connect the remaining half of the region’s 

population and help achieve the SDGs. Together with increasing availability of smart phones 

across all age groups, Wi-Fi is increasingly considered as one of the preferred means to go 

online, especially when large data consumption is needed. With poor 3G/LTE connectivity 

and heavy concurrent data usage in developing countries, public Wi-Fi appears to be a natural 

solution. Surveys have confirmed the popularity of Wi-Fi to access the Internet from home 

for bandwidth-intensive applications such as video, live streaming and social media. It 

reduces the cost of Internet access and saves capped data volume on users’ mobile plans, 

which are big incentives for the poor to go online.  

 

For these reasons, Asia and the Pacific has experienced an increase in the public Wi-Fi 

networks, although this is also rather unevenly distributed in the region. Public Wi-Fi 

provision has been enabled with various policies with focus on the promotion of digital 

inclusion, digital economy, inter-city competition, tourism, e-government services and 

democratic participation. In particular, governments recognized the potential of free public 
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Wi-Fi which can be extended to un- and under-served communities, as well as rural and 

remote areas to enhance this inclusiveness. 

 

Drawing from case studies of public Wi-Fi, this report identified benefits and opportunities in 

providing public Wi-Fi to enhance affordability and accessibility for the large segment of 

currently excluded people. For users to enjoy the benefits of public Wi-Fi, support from 

governments will be required in several respects. Specifically, governments would need to 

invest in digital infrastructure, including fixed broadband networks. Furthermore, a 

supportive policy framework and environment is needed for an expedited approval process 

and simplified right-of-way rules, with clear guidelines which would help scale up investment 

from the private sector. Finally, consumer protection, privacy and harassment prevention 

should be put in place, as users are often unaware of all the associated risks of connectivity.  

 

In improving digital inclusion of marginalized groups, social media helps integrate them into 

society by reducing physical and geographical barriers. It also helps in overcoming isolation 

and stigmas which may stand in the way of traditional socialising. In places where formal 

education is difficult to access, or the quality is poor, educational channels on social media 

sites like YouTube and podcasts are evidenced to narrow the gap. In the health sector where 

there is a marked shortage of specialized medical personnel, social media sites have been 

used to share health information and conduct health promotion. It was found effective to 

communicate remotely with patients from underserved areas, and even to diagnose patients 

and recommend treatment and post-surgery counselling inexpensively, while reducing the 

travel burdens on patients. In preparedness and response to disasters, social media has been 

used to address vulnerabilities and facilitate disaster responses by enabling communication 

prior, during, and in the aftermath of a crisis. Social media has proven to contribute to 

financial inclusion by tapping into the unserved or underserved banking or financial markets. 

Finally, social media can be a key driver in the establishment and development of social 

businesses and enables social entrepreneurs to build a larger – and even global – community.  
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Introduction 
 

Asia and the Pacific has been going through a fundamental transformation induced by digital 

technology and connectivity. The region has been a driving force of such digital 

transformation - be it artificial intelligence (AI), Internet of Things (IoT), Big Data, cloud 

computing or blockchain. Mobile payment technologies have been accelerating financial 

inclusion deep into remote and rural areas, while AI, IoT and Big Data analytics have been 

revolutionizing our healthcare, infrastructure and building maintenance, disaster risk 

mitigation and preparedness efforts, while increasing agricultural productivity. They are also 

used for business analytics, new product development, industrial Internet, smart logistics 

among others, which are deemed to shape future competitiveness of economies across the 

globe.  

 

Digital technology and connectivity have been proven effective in addressing some of the 

negative consequences of COVID-19 pandemics. The rapid spread of COVID-19 has been 

causing cascading economic and social stress across the world. The production of goods and 

services has decreased in some countries, while an increasing number of economies are 

feared to go in recession, with rising unemployment rates. More schools are closed, and 

hospitals overcrowded with dwindling medical supplies. In combating the adverse effects of 

COVID-19 and enhancing societal and economic resilience, digital technology and 

connectivity have emerged as an essential tool and alternative to the physical equivalent1. 

 

Unsurprisingly, this resilience2 is observed mainly among the advanced economies where 

enabling digital infrastructure and ecosystem already exist. It has accentuated the fact that 

the multi-facetted digital gaps between advanced economies and developing countries are 

widening even further. What does this mean for developing countries which have been 

catching up with mobile and fixed broadband technologies, networks and access? What are 

the accelerated pathways for their digital transformation, while advancing digital inclusion to 

achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) in the region? The answer may lie in how 

we expand connectivity to the unconnected and address the perennial issue of last mile 

connectivity. 

 

 
1 Okuda, A. & Karazhanova, A. (2020) Digital Resilience against COVID-19, ESCAP blog at 
https://www.unescap.org/blog/digital-resilience-against-covid-19  
2 Under the Asia-Pacific Information Superhighway (AP-IS), such resilience, or e-resilience, has been promoted. 
For more information, please refer to http://drrgateway.net/e-resilience/about. 
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In Asia and the Pacific, as in other regions of the world, broadband Internet has been one of 

the driving forces transforming the economy and society as well as accelerating the process 

of regional integration. It is both a new engine of economic growth and a valuable source of 

innovation. It is also an indispensable tool for social connectivity across the region and is 

facilitating inclusiveness at all levels of society, bringing information, skills and services to the 

poorest and most vulnerable groups of society. For this reason, broadband Internet is 

considered one of the essential means to achieve the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).  

 

At the same time, however, Asia and the Pacific is one of the most digitally divided regions in 

the world, with half of the region’s population unable to access the Internet regularly; thus, 

they are shut out from transformative digital opportunities in employment, education, 

healthcare and financial services. Not only between countries, the digital divide persists 

within countries and societal groups, including between urban/rural areas, high-income/ low-

income groups, men/women, the young/old and the educated/uneducated people. Women 

and girls in Asia and the Pacific tend to have less access to broadband Internet and 

knowledge-enhancing applications and services. Taking into account that artificial 

intelligence and other emerging technology require access to robust broadband networks, it 

is feared that such broadband divide may lead to cascading socioeconomic divides in the 

future.  

 

Recognizing these challenges and opportunities, connecting the remaining half of Asia and 

the Pacific’s population is an urgent priority for the region’s socio-economic development 

and will significantly accelerate the SDG achievement. With the increasing availability of 

smart phones across all age groups, Wi-Fi and social media are expected to accelerate such 

efforts. Wi-Fi and social media are two important means to bring more people online and 

thus promote digital inclusion from various aspects.  

 

Against this background, this study aims to identify challenges and opportunities in 

connecting the digitally excluded people, while examining potential roles of Wi-Fi and social 

media as pragmatic solutions. The study will also explore what constitutes an enabling policy 

environment for digital inclusion.  
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The study is organized into three chapters. Chapter 1 will discuss trends in broadband 

connectivity in the Asia-Pacific region, identifying countries which are falling behind and 

therefore require more attention. The chapter will also highlight the main challenges that 

constrain these countries in broadband connectivity. Chapter 2 illustrates public Wi-Fi as an 

effective and low-cost technology that has the potential to connect the remaining half of the 

region’s population. The actual cases of government- and private sector-initiated public Wi-

Fi rollouts will be presented. Chapter 3 investigates social media’s ability to accelerate SDG 

achievement on many fronts including social inclusion, education, health, disaster risk 

reduction, social business and financial inclusion. Finally, the study will conclude with a 

broader examination of policy implications based on the study’s findings with a focus on 

accelerating SDG implementation and reducing the digital divide in Asia and the Pacific.  
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Chapter 1: Broadband Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific 
 

 

In an age of rapid technological advancement such as artificial intelligence, Internet of things 

(IoT), and cloud computing – huge untapped opportunities can be realized by harnessing 

digital applications to improve living standards, increase productivity, and deliver information 

and services to remote and rural areas. Digital technology continues to spearhead a new wave 

of transformation, bringing innovation and promising development in various socioeconomic 

sectors, and making possible what was previously thought impossible. At the core of the 

application of emerging technology are robust broadband networks and access which 

unfortunately are not distributed evenly in Asia and the Pacific. The limited broadband access 

in some countries translates into millions of people being left out, particularly those 

marginalized. Such issues, if not addressed, could inhibit long-term development 

opportunities and further widen the divide between and within countries. 

 

This chapter will discuss the development of digital connectivity in terms of fixed and mobile 

broadband in Asia and the Pacific. In particular, it will look into the progress of countries with 

special needs where broadband connectivity is lagging behind other countries in the region. 

Key challenges and constraints in broadband connectivity in these countries will then be 

identified.  

 
 

1.1 Broadband Development Trends in Asia and the Pacific 
 

1.1.1 Fixed Broadband Connectivity 

 

Asia and the Pacific has recently demonstrated steady growth in access to fixed broadband, 

compared to the previous decade. However, compared to other regions, fixed broadband 

subscriptions per 100 inhabitants are still far behind North America and Europe. The ESCAP 

average is also marginally below the world’s average, though the figure is similar to Latin 

America and the Caribbean’s, as in Figure 1.1. 
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Looking at the 

subregional 

broadband divide in 

region, Figure 1.2 

demonstrates that 

the expansion of 

fixed broadband 

over the past 

decade has been 

uneven. 

 

 

 

 

East and North-East Asia, 

the Pacific, and North and 

Central Asia have 

performed relatively well in 

terms of growth in fixed 

broadband subscriptions 

per 100 Inhabitants. The 

other sub-regions, however, 

including South-East Asia 

and South and South-West 

Asia, have registered slower 

progress. It should be noted 

that the Pacific subregion 

had one of the highest subscription rates, due to the growth in number of subscriptions in 

Australia and New Zealand. Similarly, in East and North-East Asia, rapid expansion was mainly 

driven by China, Japan, and Republic of Korea. In North and Central Asia, noticeable progress 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT 

Indicators database 2018 (December 2018 Edition). Available from www.itu.int/en/ITU-

D/Statistics/Pages/ publications/wtid.aspx (accessed 25 February 2019). 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 

Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018  
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was observed mainly from the Russian Federation, Azerbaijan, Kazakhstan, Georgia, and 

more recently Uzbekistan. 

 

Figure 1.3 provides a multidimensional picture 

of fixed broadband connectivity in each 

subregion, including not only subscription rate 

but also broadband capacity and affordability. 

The area in yellow represents ESCAP region’s 

averages. East and North East Asia has 

performed better than average in every 

dimension of broadband connectivity. The 

Pacific and North and Central Asia have 

relatively good subscription rates and 

broadband speeds but with less affordable 

services. South East Asia has relatively good 

broadband speed, but the subscription rate and 

affordability is relatively low. Lastly, the South and South West Asia subregion is the lowest 

performer with all figures below the region’s averages. 

 

 

When categorized by level of economic 

development and geographic feature 

of ESCAP countries, the growth is 

found mostly driven by developed 

countries (Figure 1.4). There was a 

wider gap of fixed broadband 

subscriptions per 100 inhabitants 

between developed countries and 

those with special needs. Specifically, 

Small Island Developing States (SIDS) 

have the lowest subscription rate and 

over the last decade have recorded 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 

Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018   

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 
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almost no improvements, whereas Least Developed Countries (LDCs) and Landlocked 

Developing Countries (LLDCs) experienced positive but slow growth. Fixed broadband 

expansion in these countries is also far below the region’s average. 

 

Similarly, countries with 

special needs fell far below the 

region’s averages by looking at 

broadband bandwidth and 

affordability (Figure 1.5). 

While SIDS have relatively 

good bandwidth per user 

compared to the other two 

groups, they have low 

subscription rates and 

affordability levels. Issues for 

LDCs are not only in terms of 

fixed broadband subscription rate but also affordability and bandwidth, as these values fall far 

below the region’s averages. 

 

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 
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1.1.2. Mobile Broadband Connectivity 

 

Asia and the Pacific has performed much 

better in terms of mobile versus fixed 

broadband uptake, with mobile 

broadband subscriptions per 100 

inhabitants growing from less than 10 

per cent in 2010 to more than 70 per cent 

in 2018 (Figure 1.6). This development is 

aligned with the rapid growth of mobile 

infrastructure and services experienced 

in many countries worldwide as a result 

of the availability of affordable smart 

phones, mobile network technology, digital convergence, deregulation and globalization. 

 

Despite dynamic 

growth in mobile 

broadband 

subscription rates, the 

region still remains 

below Latin America, 

Europe and North 

America.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1.7 further shows the trend of mobile broadband subscriptions by subregion. It 

indicates that the average mobile broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants is highest in 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT 
Indicators database 2018 
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the Pacific, reaching above 

120 per cent subscription 

rate. Followed is East and 

North-East Asia and South-

East Asia, which were the 

two outperformers in terms 

of subscription growth in 

2017. Rapid expansion also 

occurred in many countries 

in South East Asia and North 

and Central Asia. Among all 

the subregions, South and 

South-West Asia has the 

lowest average mobile-broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants, although there has 

been significant progress since 2011. Overall, all the subregions except South and South-West 

Asia seem to be catching up rapidly with one another in mobile broadband expansion.  

 

In terms of mobile broadband coverage, Figure 1.8 suggests that North and Central Asia, and 

South and South West Asia have relatively low network coverage compared to the region’s 

average. On the other hand, mobile broadband services were relatively less affordable across 

subregions, except in East and North East Asia and North and Central Asia, compared to the 

ESCAP region’s averages.  

 

Examining mobile broadband expansion by development level (Figure 1.9), we see continuing 

divergence between developed countries and countries with special needs, especially SIDS. 

These results are consistent with the fixed broadband networks figures from above.  

 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 
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Despite stronger numbers compared to fixed broadband, the development of mobile 

broadband connectivity in countries with special needs are still well below the region’s 

average. SIDSs have the 

slowest progress in 

mobile broadband 

development in the 

region.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Countries with special 

needs also face the 

problem of mobile 

broadband affordability 

(Figure 1.10). Similarly, 

SIDSs have the lowest 

affordability, followed by 

LLDCs and LDCs. However, 

the coverage of 3G data 

networks are not 

considerably less than that 

of the region’s average.  

 

 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 
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Overall, broadband development in Asia and the Pacific is diverse across its geographical 

subregions. While the Pacific and East and North-East Asia have been performing quite well, 

South and South-West still needs a great amount of effort and improvement in order to catch 

up. Not only does the broadband divide occur across subregions, but it also seems to be more 

pronounced when categorizing countries by level of economic development. Broadband 

expansion in developed countries continues to accelerate, while in countries with special 

needs it is relatively slow, with some countries showing almost no progress.  

 

 

1.2. Broadband Connectivity in Countries with Special Needs 
 

1.2.1. Broadband Subscriptions 

 

Figure 1.11 shows fixed broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants of countries with special 

needs. It clearly indicates a worrisome trend in many of those countries. A few countries 

made a good progress, including New Caledonia, Azerbaijan,  

 

 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018  
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and Kazakhstan, whereas the rest grew below the region’s average over the last decade. Out 

of these 29 countries, 14 have fixed broadband subscriptions per 100 inhabitants below two, 

with the majority showing only slight improvement.  

 

Conversely, we can observe that over the last decade mobile broadband subscriptions are 

expanding promisingly in most countries with special needs (Figure 1.12). Many countries 

expanded rapidly with subscription rates above regional averages including Fiji, Mongolia,  

 

 

Kazakhstan, Bhutan, Azerbaijan, Myanmar, Cambodia, Armenia, Tonga and the Maldives. Still, 

there are several countries with below average progress, despite a big jump from the very 

small base.  

 
 
 
 
 

 
Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2018 
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1.2.2. Broadband Affordability and Quality 
 

Figure 1.13 depicts the relationship between fixed broadband subscription rate and price as 

a percentage of Gross National Income for countries with special needs. It also displays 

progress made from 2012 to 2017. For many countries, fixed broadband has become less 

affordable, as shown by the many upward-pointing arrows. The price of fixed broadband 

tends to rise for countries with little improvement in subscription rates. For countries with 

relatively good progress in broadband subscriptions, the price tends to be relatively stable or 

rises only minimally. Countries with slower progress will continue to have less ability to catch 

up with other countries, as prices rise even further.   

 

In contrast, mobile broadband (Figure 1.14) has become more affordable in all countries with 

special needs with prices for all countries pointing downward. We also observe that increased 

affordability tends to move in tandem with increased mobile broadband subscription rates, 

suggesting a link between the growth of broadband subscription and affordability.  

 

  

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 
Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2019 

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World 

Telecommunication/ICT Indicators database 2019 

 

Access and affordability are also linked to the capacity of broadband connectivity, measured 

by international broadband bandwidth per user. From Figure 1.15, we can notice rapid 

increases in some  
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countries such as Armenia, 

Kazakhstan, the Marshall 

Islands and the Maldives with 

bandwidth per user above 

the region’s average. 

However, many other 

countries experienced little 

improvement in 

international bandwidth 

such as Turkmenistan, Timor-

Leste, Tuvalu, Samoa and Kiribati.   

 

Overall, slow progress in broadband development is an increasing concern among many 

countries with special needs. Greater attention and support are thus needed for these 

countries to bridge the digital divide. 

   

1.3. Challenges of broadband development in countries with special needs 
 

The rapid expansion in mobile broadband access across the region does not mean that fixed 

broadband will become less important for future development. Numerous studies including 

ESCAP (2017), Jinsoo Bae, et al. (2014)3, ANACOM (2015)4, and Wan-Ying Lin, et al. (2013)5 

support the view of complementarity between fixed and mobile broadband; in fact, these 

studies highlight a number of mobile broadband’s shortcomings. These include data usage 

caps (which often increase cost and limit usability); less reliability and higher latency 

(especially for health, home office and business requirements); and relatively lower Internet 

speeds. In addition, while mobile-broadband services are enjoyed on user devices such as 

mobile phones and tablets, the data traffic relies on fixed-broadband networks. A study by 

 
3 Bae, J., Choi, Y.J., & Hahn, J.H. , Fixed and mobile broadband: Are they substitutes or complements? (July 2014). Available 
from http://ftp.repec. org/opt/ReDIF/RePEc/yon/wpaper/2014rwp-68.pdf.  
4 ANACOM, Study on Substitutability between Fixed Broadband and Mobile Broadband: Final Report (October 2015). 
Available from https://www.anacom.pt/streaming/subst_fixedmobilebroadband2015.pdf?c 
ontentId=1385792&field=ATTACHED_FILE. 
5 Lin, W., Zhang, X., Jung, J., & Kim, Y., “From the wired to wireless generation? Investigating teens’ Internet use through 
the mobile phone”, Telecommunications Policy, vol. 37, no. 8 (2013), pp. 651-661 

 

Source: ESCAP calculations based on data from the ITU, World Telecommunication/ICT 
Indicators database 2018 
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CISCO estimated that Internet traffic via fixed-broadband connections accounted for 39 per 

cent of the total in 2018, compared with 12 per cent for mobile and 49 per cent for Wi-Fi.6 

 

Meanwhile, without robust fixed broadband networks and access, most people in countries 

with special needs would not benefit fully from the rapid advancement of digital technology 

and the opportunities they offer, which rely on high broadband capacity and reliability of 

connection. In order to combat further disparity, it is worthwhile to investigate the main 

factors which hold back broadband development in countries with special needs.  

 

First, countries with special needs face specific challenges related to geography and 

demography. Lack of access to the sea increases prices for international connectivity for 

LLDCs, as international connectivity is highly dependent on neighboring countries which are 

typically costly and limited by low-capacity cross-border fibre-optic links. The issues are 

exacerbated, since some LLDCs have large, mountainous and sparsely populated land and 

rural areas, resulting in higher capital investment and operation costs. For SIDS, limited 

market as well as island size creates a problem with the rollout of terrestrial fibre optic cables. 

LDCs overall trail developed countries in every respect including low levels of investment, 

high degrees of aid dependence, low levels of consumption and income, and low skill 

development among others.   

 

Access and cost of electricity are considered major obstacles for countries with special needs, 

particularly LDCs and SIDS, which adds to the cost of powering networks. Electricity costs thus 

raise the cost of broadband and Internet access. Based on ESCAP’s Asia-Pacific Countries with 

Special Needs Report 2017,7 nearly half of the population living in countries with special 

needs in Asia and the Pacific, equivalent to approximately 140 million people, do not have 

access to electricity. Most of them live in LDCs. Similarly, ESCAP’s study on Broadband 

Connectivity in Pacific Island Countries8 also details how low access to electricity for SIDS due 

to their archipelago characteristics and high dependency on non-renewal diesel fuel makes 

 
6 Cisco, Cisco Visual Networking Index: Global Mobile Data Traffic Forecast Update, 2016–2021 (February 2017). Available 
from https://www.cisco. com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/service-provider/ visual-networking-index-vni/mobile-
whitepaper-c11-520862.html. 
7 Available from https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/CSN%20Report%202017_1.pdf 
8 Available from https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/PACIFIC_PAPER_Final_Publication_1_1.pdf 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/PACIFIC_PAPER_Final_Publication_1_1.pdf
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the prices of electricity in these countries, in many cases, extraordinarily high. The study also 

found that elevated electricity prices are positively and statistically associated with low 

broadband connectivity in those countries. 

   

In addition, many countries with special needs are highly exposed and prone to natural 

disasters. Some countries are situated in the most seismically active area in the world, the 

Ring of Fire, with a large proportion of their population and infrastructure concentrated 

within areas of high and very high seismic hazards. Once a disaster hits, human and economic 

losses are generally massive given that these countries have less capacity available for 

prevention, preparation and response. According to ESCAP’s Asia-Pacific Disaster Report 

2017,9 countries with special needs have the highest average economic damage per year 

compared to other countries in the region when measuring losses as a percentage of Gross 

Domestic Product (GDP). SIDS and LDCs (1.1 and 0.9 per cent of GDP, respectively) are 

particularly vulnerable. These costs are also expected to increase in the long-term (to 3.9 and 

2.5 per cent of GDP for SIDS and LDCs, respectively). Disasters also have a significant impact 

on private sector profitability and willingness to invest in ICT infrastructure in these countries. 

ESCAP (2016) determined that when an uninsured business loses 10 per cent of its capital, it 

would need to make a profit of 11 per cent to return to its pre-disaster capital level. If the 

loss happens to be 50 per cent, it would then require 100 per cent profit to return to the same 

level.10  

 

Countries with special needs seem to have mixed regulatory policies in place. According to 

ITU’s ICT regulatory database11, out of 13 countries which have reported the establishment 

of a regulatory authority for the telecommunications sector, only 9 indicated that the 

regulatory authority had autonomous decision-making. Further, only 9 countries indicated 

that full competition was allowed for local fixed line and mobile services. International 

gateway competition was only allowed in 7 countries, while 7 indicated that a universal 

service fund was operational.  

 
9 Available from https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/1_Disaster%20Report%202017%20Low%20res.pdf. 
10 ESCAP, Disasters without Borders: Regional Resilience for Sustainable Development (Bangkok, 2016). Available from 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Full%20Report%20%20%5BLow-Res%5D.pdf. 
11 Available from https://www.itu.int/net4/itu-d/icteye/FocusAreas.aspx?paramWorkArea=TREG. 
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Chapter 2: Wi-Fi’s Role in Improving Internet Affordability in 

Developing Countries 
 

 

The ITU noted that about 96 per cent of the world’s population is living in areas reached by 

mobile-cellular network; 12 however, in Asia and the Pacific, half of the population is not using 

the Internet for a variety of reasons. One of the reasons is that Internet service is still 

unaffordable for some groups, especially people living in rural and remote areas.  

 

Wi-Fi13 can be an effective and low-cost technology with the potential to connect the 

remaining half of the region’s population. An Alliance for Affordable Internet (A4AI) report 

showed that across 59 assessed countries, the average price for a 1GB mobile prepaid data 

plan was 5.5% of average monthly income14 -- above the study’s affordability target.15 As a 

result, millions of people are excluded from transformative digital opportunities in 

employment, education, health and financial services as well as being more vulnerable in 

times of disaster.16 

 

Public access solutions such as Wi-Fi are critical to reach groups that cannot afford regular 

Internet use. According to a Cisco forecast (Figure 2.1)17, the number of total public Wi-Fi 

hotspots (including homespots) will grow four-fold from 124 million in 2017 to 549 million in 

2022 globally. Asia and the Pacific is predicted to lead the way with 45% of these hotspots 

worldwide by 2022. 

 
12 ITU, ITU measuring the information society report (December 2018). Available from https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-
D/Statistics/Pages/publications/misr2018.aspx 
13 According to CISCO, Wi-Fi is a wireless networking technology that enables devices such as computers 
(laptops and desktops), mobile devices (smart phones and wearables), and other equipment (printers and 
video cameras) to interface with the Internet. It allows these devices and many more to exchange information 
with one another, creating a network. Internet connectivity occurs through a wireless router. When a person 
accesses Wi-Fi, he/she is connecting to a wireless router that allows his/her Wi-Fi-compatible devices to 
interface with the Internet.  
14 Alliance for Affordable Internet (A4AI), New data: What’s the price of 1GB of mobile broadband across LMICs? (September 
2018). Available from https://a4ai.org/new-mobile-broadband-pricing-data-2018  
15 Alliance for affordable Internet (A4AI), 1GB of data must be available for 2% or less of average monthly income (April 
2018). Available from https://a4ai.org/what-is-affordable-internet-access-anyway/ 
16 ESCAP, State of ICT Connectivity in Asia and the Pacific (January 2018). Available from: 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/StateofICT2017_16Jan2018.pdf 
17 CISCO, Cisco Annual Internet Report (2018–2023) White Paper (March 2020). Available from 
https://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/service-provider/visual-networking-index-vni/white-paper-c11-
738429.html  

https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/publications/misr2018.aspx
https://www.itu.int/en/ITU-D/Statistics/Pages/publications/misr2018.aspx
https://a4ai.org/new-mobile-broadband-pricing-data-2018
https://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/service-provider/visual-networking-index-vni/white-paper-c11-738429.html
https://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/service-provider/visual-networking-index-vni/white-paper-c11-738429.html
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Figure 2.1 The Forecast of Public Wi-Fi hotspots development, 2017-2022 Cisco VNI report 

 

Note: Middle East and Africa represents 1 percent of global public Wi-Fi hotspots by 2022.  
Source: Maravedis, Cisco VNI Mobile, 2018. 

 
 
This chapter will examine the role of Wi-Fi in promoting affordable broadband Internet. It will 

review the use of Wi-Fi from the perspective of its capacity to fill the gaps described in 

Chapter 1, expand broadband connectivity and realize broadband for all.  It also reflects on 

the synergy of affordable broadband access through Wi-Fi as an accelerator for digital 

inclusion and SDG achievement in developing countries. 

 

 

2.1. Role of Wi-Fi in the digital connectivity ecosystem  
 

In recent years, Asia and the Pacific has seen a rapid proliferation in smart devices, 

particularly smart phones. An online survey on mobile Internet in Asia and the Pacific 

conducted by the Internet Society in September 201518 suggested that smart phones 

continued to be the mobile device of choice for Internet users in the region. Across all age 

groups in the survey, at least 94% of the respondents reported ownership of a smart phones 

with the figure rising to 96% among 15-24 year olds. Other mobile devices have an inverse 

trend. Tablet and wearable device ownership were the lowest among younger respondents 

 
18 Internet Society, Mobile Internet Usage Trends in Asia-Pacific (February 2016). Available from 
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Mobile20Internet20Usage20Trends20in20Asia-Pacific.pdf  

https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Mobile20Internet20Usage20Trends20in20Asia-Pacific.pdf
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(15-24 year olds) with an average of 29% and less than 4%, respectively. Particularly for 

developing countries, many users are true “mobile first” users as opposed to developed 

countries where users shifted from a desktop to mobile phones. Thus, most Internet users in 

developing countries experienced the Internet for the first time on smart phones.    

 

Smart devices enable people not only to communicate more effectively but also to enjoy a 

digitally inclusive life, such as social media, online shopping and health care. These activities 

lead to higher rates of mobile traffic, which is rapidly increasing, particularly by video and 

streaming services. A survey done by Pew Research19 in Emerging and Developing Nations 

(2015) found that the primary use of Internet was to connect with friends and family, using 

social media (Facebook, WhatsApp and Instagram) and entertainment (YouTube, video 

streaming and downloading). This was followed by browsing the Internet for news, health 

information, and government services. In India, a study by the Omidyar Network20 also 

highlighted that social media and entertainment are the two most popular use cases of the 

Internet. 

 

As consumption of digital content on smart devices has grown rapidly, the effect on 

bandwidth requirements has been significant from both the end user’s perspective as well as 

Internet service providers’ (ISPs) network design. Not only is it a challenge in developing 

countries, but also users in developed countries are constrained by demand for heavy 

concurrent data usage requirements. A survey based on 2,149 respondents from the United 

States21 found that more than half of smart phones users (55%) have data caps on their 

wireless plans. Of those respondents, most (52%) either avoid doing certain activities like 

watching videos or wait until they are in range of Wi-Fi to log on. A 2017 survey explored the 

main reasons why smart phones owners in Japan access public Wi-Fi hotspots. It suggested 

that over 62% of respondents used public hotspots to save data volume on their smart 

 
19  Pew Research Center, Key takeaways on technology use in emerging and developing nations (March 2015). Available 
from https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/03/19/key-takeaways-technology-emerging-developing-nations/. 
20 Kudva, R., Tandan, M., Misra, A., & Nautiyal, S. Innovating for the next Next Half Billion. Available from 
https://www.omidyar.com/sites/default/files/file_archive/Next%20Half%20Billion/Innovating%20for%20Next%20Half%20
Billion.pdf. 
21 Horrigan, J.B., Smart phones and Broadband: Tech users see them as complements and very few would give up their 

home broadband subscription in favor of their smart phones (November 2014). Available from 
https://www.publicknowledge.org/assets/uploads/blog/Smart phones_and_Broadband.pdf.  

https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2015/03/19/key-takeaways-technology-emerging-developing-nations/
https://www.omidyar.com/sites/default/files/file_archive/Next%20Half%20Billion/Innovating%20for%20Next%20Half%20Billion.pdf
https://www.omidyar.com/sites/default/files/file_archive/Next%20Half%20Billion/Innovating%20for%20Next%20Half%20Billion.pdf
https://www.omidyar.com/sites/default/files/file_archive/Next%20Half%20Billion/Innovating%20for%20Next%20Half%20Billion.pdf
https://www.publicknowledge.org/assets/uploads/blog/Smart%20phones_and_Broadband.pdf
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phones. Among them, 40% accessed Wi-Fi hotspots because it is free of charge and easy to 

use.22  

 

Figure 2.2 Main reasons for using public Wi-Fi hotspots, Japan, November 2017 

 

Sources: Compiled by ESCAP based on Statista data, the survey conducted by McAfee and MMD Labo; 15 to 
17 November 2017; 1,556 respondents (15-69 years old) 

 

Although some mobile carriers provide a so-called unlimited data plan, there are often speed 

limitations upon reaching a certain threshold which again highlights the need for and 

convenience of connecting to Wi-Fi. A report from Open Signal,23 shows that data speed is 

unevenly and sparsely distributed in countries like Indonesia, India, Nigeria, Pakistan, Sri 

Lanka, and the Philippines. For instance, the download speed in India is 4.17 megabits per 

second15 (Mbps) even on the recently developed long-term evolution (LTE) networks. The 

rapid increase in Internet subscriptions due to affordable mobile data has in turn contributed 

to congestion problems. The result is often busy networks, dropped calls, poor signals and no 

service. Another survey by Internet Society across 37 Asia-Pacific economies also shows that, 

when accessing the Internet on their mobile devices, the majority of respondents (72%) 

prefer to use Wi-Fi over a data connection (28%). Respondents cited slow mobile data speeds 

 
22 Statista, 2017. Available from https://www.statista.com/statistics/804096/japan-public-hotspot-usage-reasons/.  

 
23 Open Signal, Global State of Mobile Networks (February 2017). Available from 
https://www.opensignal.com/reports/2017/02/global-state-of-the-mobile-network  
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and high costs as the main reasons. Such Wi-Fi preference is more prevalent in the case of 

lower income countries.24  

 

Cisco’s visual networking index white paper25 noted the Wi-Fi offload was initially considered 

becoming less relevant after the emergence of 4G networks because of the latter’s faster 

speed and more abundant bandwidth. 4G networks, however, have attracted high-usage 

devices such as advanced smart phones and tablets and are also subject to data caps. Similar 

data caps will be in store for 5G. For these reasons, according to the same Cisco forecast, Wi-

Fi offload is going to increase from 4G to 5G. Wi-Fi thus appears to be a feasible way to reduce 

the cost of internet access and traffic offload for consumers as well as service providers. 

 
24 Internet Society, Mobile Internet Usage Trends in Asia-Pacific (February 2016). Available from 
https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Mobile20Internet20Usage20Trends20in20Asia-Pacific.pdf  
25 Available from https://www.cisco.com/c/en/us/solutions/collateral/service-provider/visual-networking-index-vni/white-
paper-c11-738429.html 

https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/08/Mobile20Internet20Usage20Trends20in20Asia-Pacific.pdf
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Case study: Internet access in the Russian Federation 
 

According to the Russian Federation’s Federal State Statistics Service,26 

Internet users prefer cellular networks to Wi-Fi when using smart phones; 

however, both access to Internet via cellular network and wireless networks 

among mobile or smart phones users have been growing over time. Similar 

to other Internet access methods, Wi-Fi continues to show an upward trend 

in usage although at a slower rate than mobile or smart phones uses.  The 

conclusion is similar if we look at data splits by type of area as in Table 2.2. 

The discrepancy of the Internet access between rural and urban, however, 

does not seem to be significant. Table 2.3 disaggregated the Internet usage 

by gender and showed that in Russia women tend to have less access to Wi-

Fi than men.  

 

 

 

Table 2.1: Population using mobile device to access the Internet by type 
of communication 

 

% of the total population using the 
Internet 2015 2016 2017 

Mobile phone or smart phones 53.7 61.1 69.9 

    via cellular network 42.1 50.6 61.1 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 26.1 29.8 36.9 

Laptop / Netbook 13.7 13.8 14.4 

    via cellular network 6.3 7.0 7.2 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 9.2 9.0 10.0 

Tablet PC 11.4 11.9 12.4 

    via cellular network 6.0 6.8 7.5 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 7.9 8.0 8.7 

Other devices 1.0 1.0 1.5 
Source: Statistical publication Federal State Statistics Service “Information Society in the 
Russian Federation” 
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Table 2.2: Population using mobile device to access the Internet by type of 
communication and geographical area 

 

% of the total population using the 
Internet  

Urban area Rural area 

2015 2016 2017 2015 2016 2017 

Mobile phone or smart phones 54.2 62.0 70.7 51.9 57.5 66.9 

    via cellular network 41.6 50.9 61.5 43.9 49.7 59.7 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 28.8 32.5 39.9 15.7 19.5 25.8 

Laptop / Netbook 13.9 13.8 14.3 13.1 13.9 14.8 

    via cellular network 5.8 6.7 6.8 8.3 8.3 8.7 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 10.0 9.5 10.4 5.9 7.1 8.4 

Tablet PC 12.3 12.8 13.0 7.8 8.6 10.0 

    via cellular network 6.2 7.1 7.8 5.1 5.4 6.4 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 8.9 8.8 9.5 4.2 4.7 5.7 

Other devices 1.0 1.0 1.5 1.2 1.0 1.6 
Source: Statistical publication Federal State Statistics Service “Information Society in the Russian 

Federation” 

 

Table 2.3: Population using mobile device to access the Internet by type of communication 
and gender 

 

 % of the total population using 
the Internet 

Men Women 

2015 2016 2017 2015 2016 2017 

Mobile phone or smart phones 57.4 64.4 73.0 50.4 58.1 67.2 

    via cellular network 44.9 53.4 63.7 39.5 48.1 58.8 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 28.0 31.5 39.1 24.4 28.2 34.9 

Laptop / Netbook 14.2 14.2 14.9 13.3 13.4 14.0 

    via cellular network 6.6 7.2 7.5 6.1 6.9 7.0 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 9.6 9.5 10.5 8.8 8.6 9.5 

Tablet PC 11.9 12.6 13.0 11.0 11.3 11.8 

    via cellular network 6.2 7.2 7.8 5.8 6.4 7.2 

    via wireless networks (Wi-Fi, etc.) 8.2 8.5 9.3 7.6 7.5 8.1 

Other devices 1.1 1.1 1.7 0.9 1.0 1.4 
Source: Statistical publication Federal State Statistics Service “Information Society in the Russian 
Federation” 

 

 

 

2.2 Potential for Wi-Fi to improve affordability 
 

As previously mentioned, Wi-Fi can be utilized to offload generally more expensive cellular 

network traffic. This is in the best interest of cellular network providers because “Wi-Fi offers 

 
26 Statistical publication “Information Society in the Russian Federation” (2018). Available from  
http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/doc_2018/info-ob2018.pdf  

http://www.gks.ru/free_doc/doc_2018/info-ob2018.pdf
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low power consumption and low cost relative to cellular. Unlike cellular, Wi-Fi operates in 

unlicensed spectrum, resulting also in lower data transmission costs.”27   

 

Public Wi-Fi has become one of the most popular low-cost options for going online in 

developing countries. A survey conducted by A4AI28 in eight developing countries showed 

that the portion of mobile Internet users who use public Wi-Fi is above 10% in all eight 

countries and at least 40% in three countries. In the Philippines, around 34% of Internet users 

reported using public Wi-Fi as their primary means to go online. This suggests that users are 

managing how they use their mobile data in combination with sources such as Wi-Fi.  

 

Women particularly benefit, as “public Wi-Fi (including in libraries and community centres) 

can support women and low-income populations by connecting these groups to the internet, 

at low or no cost.”29 Women are more likely than men to use Wi-Fi (34% of women compared 

to 27% of men), even after controlling for factors such as age, education, type of device, 

amount spent on data per week, frequency of use, and country. Women using more public 

Wi-Fi could have a connection to the gender wage gap, as public Wi-Fi is typically offered for 

free or at low cost.  

 

Actual user experience from RailTel Wi-Fi initiative in India, also demonstrated that in some 

cases, public Wi-Fi can be an attractive proposition for women to do online activities. In an 

interview done at an Indian railway station, a female user of public Wi-Fi commented: 

 

“We come early to the station. I use spare time to connect to the Wi-Fi and download 

as much content as possible. Nowadays, the train compartment has a facility to charge 

the mobile phone. I download movies, songs and animated videos which my children 

[to] watch later on the train.”  

 

 
27 Available from https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-1-4842-2896-8_5.pdf. 
28 Alliance for Affordable Internet (A4AI), 2015-2016 Affordability Report (2015). Available from 
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/A4AI-2015-16-
Affordability-Report.pdf 
29 Alliance for Affordable Internet (A4AI), 2017 Affordability Report (2017). Available from 
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A4AI-2017-
Affordability-Report.pdf.  

https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-1-4842-2896-8_5.pdf
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/A4AI-2015-16-Affordability-Report.pdf
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/04/A4AI-2015-16-Affordability-Report.pdf
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A4AI-2017-Affordability-Report.pdf
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A4AI-2017-Affordability-Report.pdf
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Another daily female commuter also shared her story on how the public Wi-Fi has been 

helpful to her in downloading videos on YouTube for new recipes and learning stitching 

techniques. This collection of anecdotes demonstrates that the growing public Wi-Fi 

ecosystem can help address gender disparities in Internet access as well as positively 

contribute to women’s empowerment.  

 

For low income individuals, free public Wi-Fi initiatives can prove beneficial and 

transformative to their lives. Again, a student who used Public Wi-Fi provided by a telecom 

company in Indonesia to learn and develop new skills shared his experience:  

 

“My name is Akbar. I was born into a humble family. Since my father is about to retire 

soon, I had to find additional income to help support my family. My dream was one 

day to become a programmer. Alhamdulillah, I can now take Information Technology 

classes in college. Apart from what I have learnt in college, I also wanted to take 

additional extra classes so I can quickly become a programmer, but the classes were 

very expensive. Learning from the Internet will also cost me extra money. I can’t afford 

to install Internet at home. Coincidentally public Wi-Fi was installed in my campus and 

it provided me with free and fast working Wi-Fi. In one hour, I can download up to 15 

videos. I did whatever it took to get to campus earliest and come home the latest. Just 

so that I could download as many programming tutorial videos as possible. 

Alhamdulillah, opportunities, started coming, starting with small projects creating 

software programs, which helped me support my family financially. It also paid my 

tuition fees, my sister’s school fees, and funding my mom’s business. My parents are 

happy, they are proud of my achievements.”  

 

Overall, public Wi-Fi is one attractive way for users to access Internet services at an affordable 

price, especially for women and low-income populations.  

 

2.3. Wi-Fi and digital inclusion 
 

Many public Wi-Fi initiatives promote a range of educational and training opportunities for 

people in rural areas. In Mongolia, for example, Huawei and Unitel partnered to launch a 

plug-and-pay home broadband Wi-Fi solution at subsidized costs or for free; this initiative has 
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now connected eight per cent of the nation’s unconnected.30 The education sector has also 

benefited from increased Internet connectivity as 35 rural public schools can now access 

educational videos and materials.  

 

Additionally, the Internet Society and Comsats conducted a pilot community network in rural 

villages in Pakistan31 using unlicensed spectrum radius technology that is similar to public Wi-

Fi. They worked with the local community to establish an Internet connection at a girls’ high 

school to promote information access and digital literacy development. After a three-month 

online session, students displayed improvement in English, Mathematics and Science (see 

Figure 2.3). 

 

Figure 2.3: The impact of online session on students’ grades 
 

 

Source: https://www.internetsociety.org/projects/w4c/ 

 

With a wider public Wi-Fi network, more people could access digital services to improve their 

skills and knowledge as the Internet has become a crucial tool for improving livelihoods and 

securing work. A survey conducted by the Economist Intelligence Unit noted that 76.5% of 

respondents have used the Internet to develop job-relevant skills. Further, 70.5% of survey 

 
30  UNESCO and ESCAP, Inclusive use of broadband connectivity for quality education: insights from Asia and the Pacific 
(September 2019). Available from 
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Inclusive%20Use%20of%20Broadband%20Connectivity%20for%20Quality%2
0Education%2C%20Insights%20from%20Asia%20and%20the%20Pacific_0.pdf 
31  Internet Society, The Wireless for Communities (W4C) programme in Pakistan. Available from 
https://www.internetsociety.org/projects/w4c/. 

https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Inclusive%20Use%20of%20Broadband%20Connectivity%20for%20Quality%20Education%2C%20Insights%20from%20Asia%20and%20the%20Pacific_0.pdf
https://www.unescap.org/sites/default/files/Inclusive%20Use%20of%20Broadband%20Connectivity%20for%20Quality%20Education%2C%20Insights%20from%20Asia%20and%20the%20Pacific_0.pdf
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respondents agreed that the Internet is more effective than other means for finding jobs, 

while 66.5% have used the Internet to help plan their career.  

 

 

Figure 2.4: The Internet and its impact on livelihoods 
 

 
Source: produced by ESCAP based on the 2019 Value of the Internet survey (The Economist Intelligence Unit) 
 

 

2.4. Wi-Fi and government policies 
 

Governments play an important role in public Wi-Fi provision. According to research from 

Singapore’s RMIT University, “public Wi-Fi is increasingly viewed as essential infrastructure, 

and city governments or local government authorities are the most effective level of 

government to oversee its provision.”32 Numerous city and local governments in India and 

Australia, for example, have announced the expansion of free networks in central business 

districts and on public transport. Further, extensive networks have been in place in Singapore 

and South Korea for some time.33 

 

There seem to be varied policy rationales for public Wi-Fi provision in the region. A number 

of Asia-Pacific economies like Japan have incorporated public Wi-Fi provision within national 

digital strategies. Other rationales include: economic development and/or inter-city 

competition (Philippines, Hong Kong, India, New Zealand); tourism (Japan, Hong Kong); e-

 
32 Shamier, C., Wilson, C., & McShane, I., Public Wi-Fi: Emergent urban infrastructure in the Asia Pacific and South Asia 
(August 2015). Available from https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318124644_Public_Wi-
Fi_Emergent_urban_infrastructure_in_the_Asia_Pacific_and_South_Asia 
33 Ibid.  
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government service access (India, Bangladesh); democratic participation (Philippines); and 

narrowing digital divides (Bangladesh, Malaysia, Japan, and Thailand).34 

 

Increasingly, governments recognize public Wi-Fi’s potential to improve affordability. In the 

Philippines, the government has planned to extend its public Wi-Fi programme beyond 

Manila to the rest of the archipelago.35 Now, 3GB of data per month is available for free in 

public areas including schools, hospitals, airports and parks. India is rolling out free public Wi-

Fi to over 1,050 villages across the country (one Wi-Fi hotspot per village), as part of its Digital 

Village programme.36 Before 2014 in Japan, Wi-Fi hotspots were only offered commercially 

by mobile network operators; this basically restricted tourist access. In 2014, the Tokyo and 

Chiba prefecture governments began to deploy 30,000 Wi-Fi hotspots for free to tourists as 

part of the 2020 Tokyo Olympics preparation. The Wi-Fi hotspots also form part of Japan’s 

strategic natural emergency disaster preparedness and response for tourists in the event of 

a natural disaster. In 2015, the government of Japan and private telecoms struck a deal to 

make emergency Wi-Fi available to the public across the entire network within 72 hours in 

the event of a natural disaster. Thailand has also developed a nation-wide free public Wi-Fi 

service, Net Pracharat, for rural and remote areas, which will be discussed in greater detail 

below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
34 Ibid. 
35 Alliance for Affordable Internet (A4AI), 2017 Affordability Report (2017). Available from 
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A4AI-2017-
Affordability-Report.pdf.  
36 Ibid.  

https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A4AI-2017-Affordability-Report.pdf
https://1e8q3q16vyc81g8l3h3md6q5f5e-wpengine.netdna-ssl.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A4AI-2017-Affordability-Report.pdf
https://a4ai.org/affordability-report/report/2017/
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        Case Study: Net Pracharat in Thailand37 

 

The government of Thailand runs the Village Broadband Internet Project (Net 

Pracharat) aiming to strengthen the national broadband network and provide 

affordable high-speed Internet access across the country. The government 

deployed high-speed Internet to villages in remote areas which had previously 

lacked them with the goal being to connect every village in Thailand.  

 

In December 2017, fibre-optic cable networks were installed reaching 24,700 

target villages throughout the country. One hotspot per village was also 

equipped to provide free public Wi-Fi service to citizens at the speed of 30/10 

Mbps (Download/Upload). As of 30 September 2018, about 4 million users 

have registered to Net Pracharat with an average of 200,000-300,000 new 

users per month. 

 

Accessing the free Wi-Fi service requires a citizen ID number and mobile 

phone with the registration taking six steps. Once registered, users can 

connect to Net Pracharat Wi-Fi automatically where available. 

 

To promote awareness, knowledge and digital literacy skills, the government 

has also provided training on Internet fundamentals (Basic Use of Internet) 

and Internet applications for career building and income generation. The 

government also designed a training for trainers programme where 1,033 

teachers from the Ministry of Education received training. Upon completion, 

these trainers then trained around 100,000 local people in Net Pracharat 

villages. In September 2018, the training had already reached more than 1.2 

million local people. 

 

 

 
37 Asia-Pacific Telecommunity, Best Practice of Connectivity – Village Broadband Internet Project (Net Pracharat) of 
Thailand (August 2019). Available from 
https://www.netpracharat.com/Documents/20190805_APT_Netpracharat_V12_Final.pdf. 

https://www.netpracharat.com/Documents/20190805_APT_Netpracharat_V12_Final.pdf
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Governments do not have to work alone when providing public Wi-Fi, however. Public Private 

Partnerships (PPP) can play an important role in providing technical expertise, risk sharing 

and operational capability. For this reason, “governments are increasingly looking to private 

partners for provision and operation of public wi-fi networks on a low or neutral cost basis.”38 

As Public Wi-Fi provision models evolve quickly and increase in complexity, such as 

Singapore’s Wireless@SG, more governments are looking for ways to partner with the private 

sector and other stakeholders.  

 

While public Wi-Fi becomes increasingly popular, there are challenges and sources of 

concerns that governments need to address. First, ISPs may lack incentives to invest in Wi-Fi 

networks.  As Wi-Fi is often perceived as a free, low cost or complementary service, operators 

may be under pressure to price it low or underinvest as it is not considered commercially 

viable for them. The government thus may need to consider incentive packages, financially 

or administratively, to bring down the cost of deploying Wi-Fi facilities.  

 

A study done by GSMA (2018)39 identified two ways to reduce administrative Wi-Fi networks 

deployment costs. One is to improve the efficiency of permit granting; the other is to improve 

coordination across infrastructure sectors to avoid duplicating costs. To accelerate efficient 

permit granting, governments should have a clear set of policies and regulations in place as a 

building block. These policies could include help standardize and simplify the permit approval 

process, establishing a single window to promote transparency and reducing paperwork.  

 

Governments must also take measures to mitigate security threats to their Wi-Fi networks. 

Users of public Wi-Fi are often not aware of the security risks they face when connecting to 

networks, especially open networks requiring no password. Some users, however, may be 

reluctant to access even free public Wi-Fi due to these risks. To protect users and encourage 

wider adoption of public Wi-Fi usage governments can promote risk awareness, provide 

 
38 Shamier, C., Wilson, C., & McShane, I., Public Wi-Fi: Emergent urban infrastructure in the Asia Pacific and South Asia 
(August 2015). Available from https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318124644_Public_Wi-
Fi_Emergent_urban_infrastructure_in_the_Asia_Pacific_and_South_Asia. 
39 GSMA, Enabling Rural Coverage: Regulatory and policy recommendations to foster mobile broadband 
coverage in developing countries (January 2018). Available from 
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-
content/uploads/2018/02/Enabling_Rural_Coverage_English_February_2018.pdf 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318124644_Public_Wi-Fi_Emergent_urban_infrastructure_in_the_Asia_Pacific_and_South_Asia
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/318124644_Public_Wi-Fi_Emergent_urban_infrastructure_in_the_Asia_Pacific_and_South_Asia
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Enabling_Rural_Coverage_English_February_2018.pdf
https://www.gsma.com/mobilefordevelopment/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Enabling_Rural_Coverage_English_February_2018.pdf
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training, encourage best practices and precautions for users to take to improve their online 

security (e.g. creating strong passwords, using websites with https protocol, VPNs, avoiding 

phishing schemes, etc.).  

 

Governments can enact policies that safeguard users by offering legal protection and 

guaranteeing privacy. Public Wi-Fi users should have available any feasible option for legal 

recourse, as in other sectors. Moreover, users’ online privacy should be guaranteed, meaning 

that any activity involving data sharing should be subject to users’ consent and stated in the 

terms of service. Governments and network operators, therefore, should work together to 

ensure that consumer protection is in place and firmly enforced.     

  

One of the biggest risks is identity theft which can even be exacerbated by government log in 

policies. In some cases, it is mandatory for users to submit information before they can access 

the network such as a name and email address. In some instances, however, users must 

submit potentially critical information (e.g. national ID, passport number, mobile number, 

etc.) to register their device with a government agency. These registration requirements pose 

another layer of risk and can threaten users’ security and undermine their privacy. It is 

relatively easy to collect data from public Wi-Fi networks despite password protection. These 

practices also increase the potential damage that can be inflicted by fraudsters or 

overreaching law enforcement agencies. Government and service operators, therefore, 

should strike a balance between security risks and registration requirements which may 

inhibit wider Wi-Fi adoption. 
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Chapter 3: The Role of Social Media in Digital Inclusion and Socio-

economic Development 
 

The exponential growth in data traffic is largely driven by demand for streaming content on 

social media40 apps such as YouTube, Facebook, Spotify, Instagram and Snapchat. For mobile 

data traffic, 56% consisted of video content in 2017 and this number is expected to grow to 

73% in 2023.41 Fixed broadband services will also be affected as 51% of mobile data traffic is 

expected to be offloaded to fixed broadband networks mostly via Wi-Fi by 2022;42 further, 

80.4% of data traffic will originate from fixed broadband and Wi-Fi devices by 2022,43 which 

underscores the important role Wi-Fi will play in the near future as paid mobile packages 

struggle to accommodate anticipated data growth. 

 

Together with the increase in Internet access, the number of social media users has also grown 

significantly. Social media active users grew 9% annually in 2018, with mobile users growing 

at 10%. Worldwide, 3.5 billion people have been identified as active social media users, of 

which 3.3 billion access it from mobile devices. A 2017 global survey found that 56% of users 

employed the Wi-Fi services to login to their social network account.44 Social media was thus 

the second most popular activity behind checking email. 

 

As social media continues to flourish, so does its influence on efforts to shape the 

implementation of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development. For instance, social media 

can be key to empowering people with the knowledge necessary to make change possible.45  

Moreover, social media allows people to engage with social and economic development 

issues, such as digital inclusion, education, health services, gender inequality, human rights 

 
40 Social media can be defined as a group of Internet-based applications that builds on the ideological and technological 
foundations of Web 2.0, allowing for the creation and exchange of user-generated content. Facebook, YouTube, Instagram 
and Twitter are some well-known global social media applications used for social networking, crowdsourcing and co-
creation of content. In China, the most famous social media applications are WeChat, Tik Tok and Weibo; in the Russian 
Federation they are Vkontakte and Odnoklassniki. 
41 Ericsson, Ericsson Mobility Report (June 2018). Available from https://www.communicationstoday.co.in/wp-
content/uploads/2018/06/Ericsson-Mobility-Report-June-2018.pdf.  
42 Ibid 
43 Cisco, Cisco Visual Networking Index: Global Mobile Data Traffic Forecast Update, 2017–2022 White Paper (February 

2019). Available from https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.mediapost.com/uploads/CiscoForecast.pdf. 
44 Norton, Norton Wi-Fi Risk Report (July 2017). Available from https://www.primo-europe.eu/wp-
content/uploads/2017/07/2017-norton-wifi-risk-report-global-results-summary-en.pdf 
45 UNITAR, Social Media and the Web 2.0 Are Key Tools for the SDGs! Available from https://www.unitar.org/about/news-
stories/news/social-media-and-web-20-are-key-tools-sdgs. 

https://www.communicationstoday.co.in/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Ericsson-Mobility-Report-June-2018.pdf
https://www.communicationstoday.co.in/wp-content/uploads/2018/06/Ericsson-Mobility-Report-June-2018.pdf
https://s3.amazonaws.com/media.mediapost.com/uploads/CiscoForecast.pdf
https://www.primo-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/2017-norton-wifi-risk-report-global-results-summary-en.pdf
https://www.primo-europe.eu/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/2017-norton-wifi-risk-report-global-results-summary-en.pdf
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and environmental protection.  The World Economic Forum notes that social media is not just 

changing the way we communicate but also changing the way we do business, are governed, 

and even live in society.46  

 

The remainder of this chapter will explore how social media impacts various sectors and areas 

like digital inclusion, education, health, disaster risk reduction, financial inclusion and online 

business, both positively and negatively. Finally, it will showcase policy measures that can 

maximise the positives of social media while mitigating the negatives.  

 

3.1. Social Media and Digital Inclusion 
 

Social media reduces barriers to online services and has significant implications for social 

inclusion particularly among marginalized groups including those with disabilities. With the 

support of assistive technologies, social media also helps with societal integration by reducing 

physical and geographical barriers. Social media offers a platform for those with disabilities 

to share their experiences with the rest of the world which in turn combats commonly 

perceived stigmas and misconceptions.47  Gradually, social media sites have evolved along 

with tools and technologies that enhance accessibility for people with disabilities. For 

instance, Facebook uses AI to transform images into audio, providing users with visual 

problems the opportunity to better understand images shared by friends.48 The company  

introduced the Add Caption Project which  provides an option for publishers to include closed 

captions on Facebook Live broadcasts that help people with hearing impairments to 

experience live videos.49 

 

As Asia and the Pacific undergoes rapid demographic changes, such as population aging, 

digital transformation can increase the risk that people of advanced age will be excluded, thus 

 
46 WEF, 6 ways social media is changing the world (April 2016). Available from 
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2016/04/6-ways-social-media-is-changing-the-world/. 
47 Schultz, S., Social Media as a Communication Tool for Individuals with Disabilities Living in Rural Settings 
(March 2013). Available from 
https://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1040&context=education_facpub.  
48 Dickey, M.R., Facebook’s Accessibility Ambitions (May 2018). Available from 
https://techcrunch.com/2018/05/17/facebooks-accessibility-ambitions/. 
49 Facebook, Making Facebook Live More Accessible with Closed Captions (June 2017). Available from 
https://about.fb.com/news/2017/06/making-facebook-live-more-accessible-with-closed-captions/ 

https://fisherpub.sjfc.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1040&context=education_facpub
https://techcrunch.com/2018/05/17/facebooks-accessibility-ambitions/
https://about.fb.com/news/2017/06/making-facebook-live-more-accessible-with-closed-captions/
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widening the digital divide. Based on projections from Moody’s, the number of ‘super-aged’ 

countries will increase from three in 2014 to 34 by 2030.50 East Asia is the world’s most rapidly 

aging region with the old-age dependency ratio expected to roughly double by 2030. Deloitte 

estimates that by 2042, the aged population of Asia will be larger than the total population 

of the Eurozone and North America combined.51  

 

While information and services continue to digitize, connecting people of advanced age to 

online platforms can lead to substantial benefits. For people of advanced age with limited 

mobility or at high risk of isolation, social media tends to promote increased engagement. By 

increasing communication with family and peers, people of advanced age can reduce their 

loneliness, isolation and depression thus improving their overall well‐being. Further, social 

media tends to serve as motivation for those who lack digital skills or experience to improve 

and increase their digital literacy. These users may find that using social media is one of the 

few tasks they are comfortable doing which over time can lead to improved confidence “to 

learn new tasks and engage with a wider set of digital services.”52  

 

Additionally, social media assists individuals with low incomes to stay connected through 

partnerships between social media companies such as Facebook and ISPs to provide zero 

rating programs (ZRPs). Such programs “enable people who lack the financial resources for 

expensive data plans to use certain applications without having that usage charged towards 

the individual’s data cap.”53 These programs are not uncommon as roughly 45 percent of ISPs 

globally offer zero rating services.54 ZRPs help to bring unconnected people to the Internet, 

and can improve their access to education, health, disaster related, financial and business e-

services as the remainder of this section highlights.  

 

 
50 Moody’s, How Demographics Will Shape Labor Markets and Credit Trends (May 2018). Available from 
http://mortstern.net/180521moodys.pdf. 
51 Delloite, Asia’s growth on the cusp of change (September 2017). Available from 
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/economy/voice-of-asia/sept-2017/demographics-growth-opportunities.html 
52 UK Government, Government Digital Inclusion Strategy Policy Paper (December 2014). Available from 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-strategy/government-digital-inclusion-
strategy 
53 West, D.M., Digital divide: Improving Internet Access in the Developing World through Affordable Services and Diverse 
Content (February 2015). Available from https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/West_Internet-
Access.pdf 
54 Ibid. 

http://mortstern.net/180521moodys.pdf
https://www2.deloitte.com/us/en/insights/economy/voice-of-asia/sept-2017/demographics-growth-opportunities.html
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-strategy/government-digital-inclusion-strategy
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-strategy/government-digital-inclusion-strategy
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/West_Internet-Access.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2016/06/West_Internet-Access.pdf
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Some intrepid governments are even using social media to engage with citizens and give them 

a voice. Government agencies in Bangladesh are using Facebook to connect with each other 

and with the public rather than creating a new platform that users would need to learn from 

scratch. So far, all Deputy Commissioners’ Offices have their own Facebook pages. These 

pages aim to better engage with citizens, including the marginalized, and allow them to voice 

their grievances directly to officials. 

 

While social media has the power to increase inclusion, overuse of social media and other 

forms of problematic social media use may trigger unintended effects “in the personal, social, 

and/or professional lives of the users.”55 For instance, overuse of social media is “strongly 

and independently associated with depressive symptoms.”56 These issues are particularly 

acute among adolescents where elevated social media use can lead to lower self-esteem.57 

Certain users are particularly at risk and may exhibit addiction-like behaviours, which may 

lead to negative outcomes. According to one study, for instance, “obsessive Facebook users 

had troubles in work, academic performance and interpersonal relationships.”58 Policies 

explored in section 4.8 are intended to help mitigate these negatives of problematic social 

media use. 

 

3.2. Social Media and Education 
 

Social media is evidenced to positively impact education. In places where formal education is 

difficult to access or the quality is poor, people can utilize educational channels on social 

media services like YouTube, Instagram or LinkedIn as well as podcasts. For example, YouTube 

offers tutorials on a wide range of subjects, from languages to web design to programming, 

which replace or complement often expensive private tutoring. Additionally, prestigious 

universities like Yale, Harvard and Massachusetts Institute of technology (MIT) have made 

 
55 Banyai, F., Zsilla, A., Kiraly, O., Maraz, A., Elekes, Z., Griffiths, M.D., Andreassen, C.S., & Demetrovics, Z., “Problematic 
Social Media Use: Results from a Large-Scale Nationally Representative Adolescent Sample” PLoS ONE, vol 12 no. 1. 
Available from https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?type=printable&id=10.1371/journal.pone.0169839 
56 Ma, A.S., Escobar-Viera, C.G., Sidani, J.E., Bowman, N.D., Marshal, M.P., & Primack, B.A., “Problematic social media use 
and depressive symptoms among U.S. young adults: A nationally-representative study,” Social Science & Medicine, vol. 
182, June 2017, pp. 150-157. Available from https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S027795361730223X 
57 Banyai, F., Zsilla, A., Kiraly, O., Maraz, A., Elekes, Z., Griffiths, M.D., Andreassen, C.S., & Demetrovics, Z., “Problematic 
Social Media Use: Results from a Large-Scale Nationally Representative Adolescent Sample” PLoS ONE, vol 12 no. 1. 
Available from https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?type=printable&id=10.1371/journal.pone.0169839 
58 Ibid. 

https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?type=printable&id=10.1371/journal.pone.0169839
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S027795361730223X
https://journals.plos.org/plosone/article/file?type=printable&id=10.1371/journal.pone.0169839
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5222338/
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full courses known as MOOCs available online for free on YouTube and elsewhere, facilitating 

access to high quality educational resources to millions of learners worldwide. Educational 

institutions are also leveraging popular apps like Instagram to disseminate content.59 

 

From the user side, educational content is among the most popular on YouTube and podcasts. 

Figure 3.1 shows an activities breakdown by YouTube’s 2 billion monthly active users.60 34% 

of the survey respondents mentioned watching tutorial videos as one of their main reasons 

for accessing YouTube, while 28% accessed educational videos.   

 

 
 

Figure 3.1: Users’ YouTube Activities 

 

Source: ESCAP based on Global Web Index data 

 

Countries in the region are taking advantage of the opportunities provided by YouTube. They 

comprise 10 of the top 20 countries ranked by total YouTube views with India number two 

behind the United States. Asia and the Pacific is the number one region in the world by total 

YouTube views despite YouTube not being available in China. Additionally, Southeast Asia is 

where YouTube is experiencing its most robust growth as “Laos, Cambodia, Myanmar, and 

Indonesia all more than doubled their total viewership in 2018.”61  

 

 
59 See, for example, https://blogs.umass.edu/onlinetools/community-centered-tools/instagram/ 
60 Statistica, 2020. Available from https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-
of-users/ 
61 ChannelMeter, YouTube’s Top Countries (March 2019). Available from https://medium.com/@ChannelMeter/youtubes-
top-countries-47b0d26dded 

47%

39%

34%

33%

28%

28%

27%

26%

23%

23%

0% 5% 10% 15% 20% 25% 30% 35% 40% 45% 50%

Watched a music video

Watched a film trailer

Watched a tutorial video

Watched a TV show or clip

Liked or disliked a video

Watched an educational video

Watched a news clip or story

Watched a sports video or clip

Watched a video posted by a celebrity or vlogger

Watched a video or ad made by a brand

Share of respondents who did the following last month

https://blogs.umass.edu/onlinetools/community-centered-tools/instagram/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/272014/global-social-networks-ranked-by-number-of-users/
https://medium.com/@ChannelMeter/youtubes-top-countries-47b0d26dded
https://medium.com/@ChannelMeter/youtubes-top-countries-47b0d26dded


46 

 

Similarly, podcasts are vehicles for educational content as education is the second most 

popular genre behind only comedy.62 Podcasts are particularly popular in South Korea which 

leads the world in percentage of people who listened to a podcast in the last month at 58% 

with a large gap between itself and second place Spain at 40%.63 Japan also ranks 9th globally 

at 26%.64  

 

Blogs have instructional potential within education contexts as well but are increasingly being 

replaced by services such as Instagram. A study done by Laru, et al. (2012) explored how 

students in small groups could benefits from using social media tools in the learning process. 

It found that students had higher performance after using social media software to perform 

multiple tasks, particularly when they were engaged in wiki-related activities - “a process in 

which information coming from the wiki is perceived and modified in a way that makes it fit 

into the individual's knowledge.”65  

 

While social media has some positive impact on education, there may be negative effects. 

One poignant issue is privacy, particularly among younger learners posting personal 

information on social media. Another is a possible over-reliance on digital learning which 

could reduce face to face communication and lead to less engaged learning.66 Additionally, 

YouTube employs algorithms designed to keep users on the site which may direct users away 

from educational content and towards less healthy content.67 

 

3.3. Social Media and Health 

 
Across the world, social media is also used for healthcare and medical field. For instance, 

social media sites have been used to share medical care information to build capacity in 

developing countries where there is a shortage of specialized medical personnel. 

International medical experts and personnel in disadvantaged regions leverage 

 
62 Winn, R., 2020 Podcast Stats & Facts (March 2020). Available from https://www.podcastinsights.com/podcast-statistics/ 
63 Ibid. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Laru, J.,  et. al., “Supporting small-group learning using multiple Web 2.0 tools: A case study in the higher education 
context”, The Internet and Higher Education, Volume 15, Issue 1, January 2012, pp. 29-38.  
66 Siddiqui, S., & Singh, T., “Social Media its Impact with Positive and Negative Aspects” International Journal of Computer 
Applications Technology and Research, Volume 5, Issue 2, pp. 71-75 
67 Martineau, P., Maybe It’s Not YouTube’s Algorithm That Radicalizes People (October 2019). 
https://www.wired.com/story/not-youtubes-algorithm-radicalizes-people/ 

https://www.podcastinsights.com/podcast-statistics/
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https://s3.amazonaws.com/academia.edu.documents/53391796/social_media_1.pdf?response-content-disposition=inline%3B%20filename%3DSocial_Media_its_Impact_with_Positive_an.pdf&X-Amz-Algorithm=AWS4-HMAC-SHA256&X-Amz-Credential=AKIAIWOWYYGZ2Y53UL3A%2F20200224%2Fus-east-1%2Fs3%2Faws4_request&X-Amz-Date=20200224T091811Z&X-Amz-Expires=3600&X-Amz-SignedHeaders=host&X-Amz-Signature=721b4f21c2d306a17b0187a1bfd2cc0279f05fff605c75b8eab2ad9dbd8154b9
https://www.wired.com/story/not-youtubes-algorithm-radicalizes-people/
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communication platforms like Skype, Facebook and Google Hangouts for online medical 

training and collaboration. According to the non-profit organization, Physicians for Peace 

(PFP), “[the] technology allows us to achieve our goals of strengthening long-distance 

relationships between our volunteer health care professionals and in-country health care 

providers to bridge the health care chasm through tele-mentoring efforts and other 

increasingly prevalent technologies.”68 In one case, a local doctor was reported to have saved 

the life of a patient who had to undergo an amputation while receiving instructions on how 

to conduct the procedure through videoconference.69 

 

In India, primary health centers are using Skype to communicate remotely with patients from 

underserved areas. Videoconferencing allows doctors inexpensively to diagnose patients and 

recommend treatment as well as post-surgery counselling while reducing travel burden for 

patients.70 This is particularly impactful for marginalized people or those affected by disasters 

who might be unable to travel due to affordability, mobility or safety issues.  

 

In other cases, public health campaigns related to outbreaks, HIV, pregnancy and 

contraception, smoking, and other health issues have employed social media for 

“disseminating health information, conducting health promotion, sharing experiences, 

providing social support, and promoting medication adherence” complementing the efforts 

of offline campaigns.71 In the case of the HIV prevention campaigns, creating a neutral space 

where people could discuss issues related to HIV – which generally caries social stigma – led 

to an increase in testing and treatment adherence.  

 

Further, during the Zika virus outbreak in 2015, many people followed Twitter to get 

information related to the epidemic. A computational content analysis on twitter feeds from 

May 2015 to April 2016 (1,076,477,185 Tweets) found that “user-generated contents sites 

 
68 Fast Company, How Social Media Is Transforming Medical Care In The Developing World (March 2016). Available from 
https://www.fastcompany.com/3057869/how-social-media-is-transforming-medical-care-in-the-developing-world  
69 Bhowmik D. et al., “Telemedicine- An Innovating Healthcare System In India”, The Pharma Innovation Journal, 2013, 
Available form http://www.thepharmajournal.com/archives/2013/vol2issue4/PartA/1.1.pdf  
70 Chellaiyan, V., Nirupama, A.Y., & Taneja, N., “Telemedicine in India: Where do we stand?” Journal of Family Medicine 
and Primary Care, Volume 8, issue 6, June 2019, Available from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6618173/   
71 Taggart T. et. al. “Social Media and HIV: A Systematic Review of Uses of Social Media in HIV Communication” Journal, of 
Medical Internet Research, 2015, 17(11).  
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were preferred to direct information channels rather than those of the government 

authorities.”72 

 

While social media serves as a powerful tool to disseminate health-related information, there 

are dangers in relying on unreputable social media sources which can lead to the spreading 

of false information. The spread of health-related misinformation from user-generated social 

media sources was particularly salient and dangerous during the 2020 coronavirus outbreak, 

as false information could spread faster than the virus itself. “This ‘infodemic’ hinder[ed] 

efforts to contain the outbreak, spread unnecessary panic and confusion, and dr[ove] division 

when solidarity and collaboration [were] key to saving lives.”73 The World Health 

Organisation (WHO) plays an important role in ensuring that accurate and lifesaving 

information gets distributed via social media. In fact, the WHO worked with Google and 

Tencent during the coronavirus outbreak to spread reliable, timely and factual information.  

Furthermore, social media has been used by researchers in the medical field to mobilize 

people to become active participants in drug discovery. The ‘Swab and Send’ project used 

Facebook to reach about seventeen thousand people around the world to collect 

environmental samples in a search for bacterial species that may be used for antibiotics.74  

 

As noted above, the role of social media in healthcare does not come without limitations and 

dangers. For example, “quality concerns and lack of reliability, confidentiality, and privacy” 

were all listed as primary issues in a study on social media and healthcare.75 Medicine is an 

evidence based science and anecdotal reports on social media can gain widespread attention 

in addition to unreferenced, incomplete and informal information.76 In terms of privacy, 

healthcare providers and hospitals using social media improperly may disclose sensitive 

information or suffer privacy breaches which may turn out harmful to patients. It is, 

 
72 Fu, K., et. al., “How people react to Zika virus outbreaks on Twitter? A computational content analysis“, American 
Journal of Infection Control Volume 44, Issue 12, 1 December 2016, 1700-1702.  
73 Ghebreyesus, T.A., & Ng, A., Coronavirus: how the WHO is leading the social media fight against misinformation 
(February 2020). Available from https://www.scmp.com/comment/opinion/article/3050080/coronavirus-how-who-
leading-social-media-fight-against 
74UCL, Swab and Send campaign. Available from  http://www.ucl.ac.uk/amr/outreach/case/swab  
75 Moorhead, S.A., Hazlett, D.E., Harrison, L., Carroll, J.K., Irwin, A., & Hoving, C., “A New Dimension of Health Care: 
Systematic Review of the Uses, Benefits, and Limitations of Social Media for Health Communication”, Journal of Medical 
Internet Research, Volume 15, No. 4, April 2013. Available from https://www.jmir.org/2013/4/e85/ 
76 Ventola, C.L., “Social Media and Health Care Professionals: Benefits, Risks, and Best Practices”, Pharmacy & 
Therapeutics, Volume 39, Issue 7, July 2014, pp. 491-499. Available from 
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4103576/ 
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therefore, critical that health information be monitored for quality and reliability with users’ 

confidentiality and privacy maintained.  

 

3.4. Social Media and Disaster Risk Reduction 

 

Additionally, social media is used to support disaster preparedness and reduce risks by 

providing a medium for communicating up-to-date information before, during and after a 

natural disaster. Social media can be helpful in “monitoring situations, extending emergency 

response and management, crowd-sourcing and collaborative development, creating social 

cohesion, [and] furthering causes (including charitable donation).”77 Relying on social media 

does have its drawbacks, however, and may lead to negative consequences. 

 

In Asia and the Pacific, the most disaster-prone region in the world, social media has been 

used for emergency responses and recovery by allowing those affected to communicate more 

easily with loved ones. For instance, Facebook launched the Safety Check feature in October 

2014 which enabled users to confirm their safety as well as share this information with their 

network. Facebook’s service thus reduced the burden on the International Committee of the 

Red Cross, local authorities and embassies who were expected to provide family tracing 

services.  

 

Social media facilitates communication between governments, emergency responders and 

citizens. In the aftermath of the 2015 Nepal earthquake, the Prime Minister's Relief Fund as 

well as the National Police and the National Emergency Operations Center all created Twitter 

accounts to interact with citizens. A subsequent study showed that Twitter was an effective 

platform for communication and collaboration between emergency responders and the 

general public, increasing the former’s ability to meet the needs of survivors.78 Additionally, 

Facebook groups and Twitter hashtags are used to identify needs and coordinate assistance. 

 
77 UNISDR, A review of the value of social media in countrywide disaster risk reduction public awareness strategies (2015).   
78 Thapa, L., “Spatial-Temporal Analysis of Social Media Data Related to Nepal Earthquake 2015” The International Archives 
of the Photogrammetry, Remote Sensing and Spatial Information Sciences, Volume XLI-B2, 2016. Available from 
https://www.int-arch-photogramm-remote-sens-spatial-inf-sci.net/XLI-B2/567/2016/isprs-archives-XLI-B2-567-2016.pdf 

https://www.int-arch-photogramm-remote-sens-spatial-inf-sci.net/XLI-B2/567/2016/isprs-archives-XLI-B2-567-2016.pdf
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The Government of the Philippines was one of the first to standardize the use of hashtags to 

disseminate information and respond to urgent situations following disasters.79 

 

Finally, governments employ social media before disasters even strike. As part of its disaster 

risk reduction strategy, Indonesia developed the Twitter Early Tsunami Warning System (Ina 

TEWS). This information management system issues early tsunami warnings to government 

agencies, which then use Facebook and Twitter to notify the public of earthquake, tsunami 

and severe weather warnings.80 By facilitating communication, social media has contributed 

to the shift in the typical disaster response approach—from a top-down, command-and-

control scenario, to one that engages a wider group of stakeholders, including affected 

citizens. 

 

Despite the many positive contributions of social media to disaster risk reduction, there could 

be negative consequences. Examples include the dissemination of false or misleading 

information, the undermining of authorities and the promotion of terrorism.81 False or 

misleading information may be spread either intentionally or unintentionally. This ranges 

from the difficulty in determining flood levels by the usage of non-standardized 

measurements like “knee length” to the nefarious spreading of photoshopped images and 

even links to unscientific “earthquake prediction” sites.82  

 

3.5. Social Media and Financial Inclusion 
 

As social media has proven to be a rapid and efficient means of spreading information, it has 

the potential to contribute to financial inclusion by tapping into unserved or underserved 

financial services markets. In China, social media and other online platforms have been 

successful in reaching low-income individuals, particularly in rural and remote areas. Social 

media has been used as a tool for e-payments, loan applications and insurance for those 

previously excluded. Companies like WeChat and Tencent have linked their social networking 

 
79 Internet Society, Social Media (November 2017). Available from https://www.internetsociety.org/wp-
content/uploads/2017/11/APAC-Issue-Paper-Social-Media.pdf 
80 Chatfield, A. and Brajawidagda, U., “Twitter Early Tsunami Warning System: A Case Study in Indonesia’s Natural Disaster 
Management”, 46th Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, 2013.  
81 Alexander, D., “Social Media in Disaster Risk Reduction and Crisis Management”. Science and engineering ethics, Volume 
20, Issue 3, 2013. Available from https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24306994. 
82 Ibid. 
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apps to online payment tools which enable users to easily make payments, withdrawals, 

deposits or funds transfers all from their mobile phones.  

 

Alibaba, by leveraging data analytics, applies user transaction histories from its e-commerce 

platform as an input to its credit scoring tool, while providing robust Fintech services through 

AliPay and Ant Financial. This data allows Alibaba to provide micro-financing to its online 

vendors who have difficulty in accessing loans from formal financial institutions. Startup 

Fintech companies have been working on social media data to help people access bank loans 

or simply open a bank account.  

 

Russian social network Vkontakte is another example of a mobile payment and financial 

services platform. In 2016, VK implemented a cashless money transfer service between users 

allowing individuals and small business owners to better manage cash flows and improve 

financial outcomes. VK’s Money Transfers allow users to attach and send money 

internationally as messages linked to a credit card and is available in desktop and mobile 

versions.83  

 

Traditional financial institutions are also actively exploring opportunities to transform 

conventional banking relationships through social media. In Turkey, DenizBank has initiated 

banking services through Facebook, which allows customers to transfer money, monitor their 

credit cards, and make deposits/withdrawals.84 The bank utilizes Facebook to communicate 

with customers, serving to improve customer relations and satisfaction. In India, ICICI bank, 

a multinational financial services company, has launched a mobile application that enables 

users to log in to the bank using their Facebook credentials.85 Users can then transfer money 

to friends, pay utility bills, recharge mobile phones, and even buy movie tickets without 

leaving Facebook. 

 

 
83 Available from https://vk.com/blog/moneysend 
84 DenizBank, The First Facebook Bank Branch of the World from DenizBank! (January 2012). Available from 

https://www.denizbank.com/hakkimizda/_pdf/basin-bultenleri/2012/db-basinbulteni-facebook_24012012-en.pdf 
85 Shivapriya, N., Why ICICI Bank is Wooing its Facebook Audience (September 2014). Available from 
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/magazines/corporate-dossier/why-icici-bank-is-wooing-its-facebook-
audience/articleshow/43429291.cms 
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Despite the above-mentioned opportunities, several risks exist at the intersection of social 

media and Fintech, which the World Bank highlights. The first is credit risk as new algorithms 

and models may not be adequately tested and could lead to adverse selection.86 Another is 

clearly data security where cybersecurity, privacy, data ownership, data governance and the 

impact of algorithms on transparency are all critical risks.87 Finally, as Fintech is still largely 

unregulated, unknown risks can develop as new activities emerge outside of existing 

regulatory frameworks.88  

 

3.6. Social Media and Online Business 
 

Social media has potential benefits on any digital business through increases in brand 

awareness, inbound traffic, search engine rankings, conversion rates and customer 

satisfaction. The social media industry today is essentially an advertising industry in terms of 

revenue generation with advertising accounting for over 98%89 of Facebook’s revenue and 

84% of Google’s.90  With social media, businesses of any size effectively target, reach and 

interact with customers on a more personal level. It is even used as an online marketplace to 

improve sales, brand recognition, and product outreach.  

 

Facebook, together with the OECD and World Bank, conducted a survey of 205,619 firms 

across 42 countries on the usage of online platforms and social networks to sell products and 

services. The results indicated that firms increasingly engage in these platforms. Four South-

East Asian countries – the Philippines, Malaysia, Indonesia and Thailand – were among the 

top ten countries with the largest proportion of firms selling online. Approximately 70% to 

77% of firms with a Facebook page also sold goods or services online. The results revealed 

that small firms are on average more active in online sales than large ones (61% vs 54%). The 

most popular online product categories relative to offline were retail and wholesale (72% 

online), real estate (69%), accommodation (65%) and manufacturing (64%).  

 
86 Ancri, C., Fintech Innovation: An Overview (October 2016). Available from 
http://pubdocs.worldbank.org/en/767751477065124612/pdf/11-Fintech.pdf 
87 Ibid. 
88 Ibid.  
89 Facebook, Facebook Q4 2019 Results (2019). Available from 
https://s21.q4cdn.com/399680738/files/doc_financials/2019/q4/Q4-2019-Earnings-Presentation-_final.pdf 
90 United States Securities and Exchange Commission, Annual Report for the Fiscal Year Ended December 31, 2019 (2019). 
https://abc.xyz/investor/static/pdf/20200204_alphabet_10K.pdf?cache=cdd6dbf 
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E-commerce on social media platforms is particularly robust in Thailand. Pornwasin (2018) 

highlights the extensive engagement of Thai firms with social media. The report shows an 

estimated 2.5 million Thai Small and Medium-sized Enterprises (SMEs) Facebook pages in 

2017 with connections to roughly 40 million local users and 100 million users outside of 

Thailand.91  

 

Social media is a key driver in the emergence and development of increasingly “social” 

businesses. It makes starting a social business affordable, renders social impact scalable, and 

enables social entrepreneurs to build a larger – and even global – community. Through web 

pages, social media and online forums, social businesses engage a larger community and 

reach global audiences all at once and inexpensively. Social media has promoted free access 

to information and forums for knowledge-sharing and best-practices, aiding social 

entrepreneurs’ understanding of the market without straining finances. 

 

Despite social media’s obvious benefits with regards to online businesses, there are 

drawbacks to consider as well. First, it requires effort such as additional personnel and fees 

for targeted ads. Further, if content is outdated, repetitive, boring or otherwise not adding 

value to a customer’s experience then social media may lead to a negative impact. Finally, 

problems with the company are more visible as bad publicity may spread quickly while poor 

reviews is seen by millions of people. 

 

3.7. Social Media and Digital Inclusion 
 

This final section will suggest policies that governments could consider to make social media 

more positive and impactful for social and economic development while minimizing any 

drawbacks.  

 

Inclusion Policies 
 

 
91 Pornwasin, A., A giant leap for social commerce (July 2018). Available from 
http://www.nationmultimedia.com/detail/Startup_and_IT/30350506. 
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Social media may potentially play a role in governments’ attempts to improve digital 

inclusion, particularly among excluded groups such as those of advanced age. As previously 

noted, this issue is particularly germane in Asia and Pacific with its rapidly aging populations. 

Governments could provide training on the usage, best practices and threats of basic social 

media services, while encouraging these users to expand their digital literacy. For instance, 

the UK government’s “Go ON UK” digital inclusion strategy offers an online platform 

(digitalskills.com) to support excluded groups by providing simple, clear and trusted 

information about social media and going online.92 This platform serves as a space where 

volunteering efforts promoting digital inclusion get the support and recognition they need as 

well as a place to recruit volunteers.  

 

e-Learning Policies 
 

A study from the United States on social media and e-Learning stressed the importance of 

“supporting academic staff with technical and pedagogical guidance as the academicians do 

not meet the requirements of digital native students. Their web self-efficacy and digital 

competencies should be improved.”93 This report highlights the need for policies and 

strategies to fund, incentivise and support educators so they can obtain the digital skills 

necessary for them to comfortably incorporate social media into classrooms. Government 

funding may be particularly valuable at teacher training institutions and incorporated into 

teacher certification standards.   

 

Healthcare Policies 
 

Policies may also help promote the spreading of verified and official information to combat 

misinformation from social media. Governments could adopt social media as a nation-wide 

tool for disseminating officially verified health-related information, particularly in times of 

crisis during outbreaks. This social media policy should be part of a comprehensive initiative 

including the adoption of methods and procedures that help officials interpret incoming 

 
92 UK Government, Government Digital Inclusion Strategy Policy Paper (December 2014). Available from 
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/government-digital-inclusion-strategy/government-digital-inclusion-
strategy 
93 Korucu, A. & Handan, A., Use of Social Media in Online Learning (January 2017). Available from 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/312014840_Use_of_Social_Media_in_Online_Learning  
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information in order to eliminate or limit the impact of misinformation. By partnering with 

reputable global institutions like the WHO and private social media companies like Facebook, 

Google or Tencent, health ministries could more authoritatively and efficiently disseminate 

their messages in times of crisis. 

 

Disaster Risk Reduction Policies  

 

As with public health issues, combating misinformation and ensuring disaster response and 

recovery should be the main goal of government policies regarding social media in disaster 

risk reduction. For governments employing social media as a tool for circulating officially 

verified disaster related information, the policy should be part of a comprehensive initiative 

that supports officials in determining whether incoming information is accurate with the goal 

being to eliminate misinformation.  

 

Financial Inclusion Policies 

 
As for regulating Fintech, according to the Bank for International Settlement (BIS), Fintech 

advancements such as digital payments, micro-financing and digital banking “have not yet 

resulted in any major upheaval in the structure of financial regulation.”94 The emphasis of 

regulation should remain “prudential safeguards, consumer protection and market 

integrity.”95 BIS does, however, recommend policies that encourage and enable the use of 

Fintech. Most importantly, “these include reforms to allow financial institutions to use digital 

technologies to identify and verify customers without their physical presence.”96 Additionally, 

the BIS recommends setting up innovation hubs which “provide support and guidance to 

innovative firms or products, to facilitate a good understanding of regulatory 

requirements.”97 

 

Online Business Policies 

 

 
94 Ehrentraud, J., Ocampo, D.G., Garzoni, L., & Piccolo, M., Policy Responses to Fintech: A Cross-country Overview (January 
2020). Available from https://www.bis.org/fsi/publ/insights23.pdf. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Ibid. 
97 Ibid. 
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OECD suggests government subsidies for advising, training and financing entrepreneurs as 

well as SMEs on how to digitize their services and social media. Additionally, governments 

are encouraged to protect intellectual property (IP). As previously discussed, SMEs are likely 

to generate more of their sales online due to reduced capital requirements offered by digital 

business and social media platforms. In order to promote entrepreneurial and SME’s efforts 

not going to waste, robust IP protections could be in place as assurance. 

 

Conclusion  
 

Asia and the Pacific is one of the most digitally divided regions in the world. While advanced 

economies in the region continue to experience significant increases in subscriptions and 

network quality, developing countries are moving forward relatively slowly. Little progress 

has been made in many countries with special needs, including LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS, in terms 

of fixed broadband growth. This explicitly highlights the deeper digital divide between 

countries in the region in which greater attention and support are needed for countries at 

risk. 

 

Wi-Fi has thus emerged as an effective and low-cost technology that can help connect the 

population’s next billion mostly residing in developing countries, particularly women and low-

income individuals. In line with the increasing availability and high penetration rate of smart 

phones across all segments, there is an increasing trend in public Wi-Fi provision by 

governments, the private sectors or both. With the paradigm shift in online behavior in 

developing countries towards increased preference for richer mediums such as 

picture/video-based contents and bandwidth-intensive usage for social interaction, 

entertainment, and lifestyle purposes, Wi-Fi appear to be a natural solution. 

 

While the opportunities of public Wi-Fi appear promising and relevant for developing 

countries as an option to enable wider public internet access, there are challenges that 

influence its adoption. These must be addressed with strong support and initiatives from 

governments as well as with participation from the private sector, specifically looking at how 

to reduce the investment and operational costs of deploying Wi-Fi facilities, promoting 



57 

 

awareness and knowledge of security threats that often inhibit network connections, and 

establishing or enforcing consumer protection and privacy mechanisms as in other sectors 

which will pave the way for the development of a trusted and usable ecosystem for end users.  

 

While the digital ecosystem holds promise for innovation and SDG achievement, there are 

enormous potential opportunities that could be leveraged from social media, as it is 

becoming a ubiquitous part of daily life. Social media is transforming from a predominantly 

information and entertainment platform to an efficient engine driving inclusive development 

across sectors. As social media penetrates further, greater opportunities can be seized on a 

larger scale. This change is good for its own sake and should also be embraced by 

development practitioners in their efforts to empower and communicate with communities 

to achieve development outcome. At the same time, one should not underestimate the 

potential limitations and negatives of social media. Appropriate policy measures should be 

put in place to ensure that any risks to individuals and society are minimized.  


