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	Foreword 

	By Payal Dalal, 

	Global Executive in Social Impact and Philanthropy

	 

	We live in a world where technology can amplify opportunity or entrench inequality. Nowhere is this tension more visible than in the rapidly expanding digital economy – the fabric which connects individuals, businesses and data in an intricate network of value creation, innovation and exchange. Power, Platforms & Participation is a timely, compelling and easy-to-read exploration of the forces shaping this new economic frontier and, more importantly, a guide to ensuring that it works for everyone.

	This book arrives at a crucial moment. It takes a complex topic - the intersection of technology, finance and inclusion - and translates it into clear, practical guidance that deepens understanding and sparks ideas for real world collaboration. Whether you’re an entrepreneur, policymaker, development practitioner or simply someone curious about the digital age, you’ll find yourself both informed and empowered by its insights.

	At the heart of this book is a powerful message: access to the digital economy is no longer a luxury. It’s a necessity. From basic financial transactions to entrepreneurs reaching new customers and managing inventory, to governments delivering social benefit payments, the digital economy is not just reshaping how people connect - but also determining who gets to be connected.

	I’ve seen this transformation firsthand. Through the support of the Mastercard Center for Inclusive Growth and RISE, Champi, a 24-year-old garment worker in Cambodia, began receiving her wages digitally instead of in cash. With basic financial education and a safe place to receive her digital wages, she started saving each month and now feels more secure about her family’s future. “If someone is sick, then I have savings to pay the hospital bill,” she says. Stories like Champi’s show how digital access can unlock opportunity, build resilience and bring more people into the formal economy. That is the promise and the imperative of digital inclusion.

	But access remains uneven. Too many people are still being left out. Power, Platforms & Participation addresses this reality head-on. It unpacks the risks of digital exclusion and growing digital divides - gender, racial, geographic - and goes beyond diagnosing the problem, to offering promising, practical pathways forward. It highlights examples of how technology is already being used to monitor and manage risks - like scams, fraud and exclusionary algorithms - while pointing to solutions that prioritize safety and inclusivity. 

	It also holds actors accountable. From governments, private sector companies, civil society and global development organizations, everyone plays a role. In today’s volatile economic and geopolitical landscape, we know that partnership is more important than ever. As the world navigates mounting headwinds, from economic instability to global conflict and rising inequality, no one can drive digital inclusion alone, and no one can afford to ignore it.

	The good news is that inclusion is not just the right thing to do, it’s good for business. Inclusion drives innovation, unlocks opportunity and strengthens economies – and Power, Platforms & Participation tells that story. 

	My vision for the digital economy is one where power is shared. Where innovation includes more voices, and where participation is not determined by where you were born, your gender or the color of your skin. Power, Platforms & Participation helps us move toward that vision, reminding us that digital tools are powerful, but that power comes with responsibility and accountability. 

	This message is bought to life by its author, Mayada El-Zoghbi. Few people are better positioned to write this book. With over two decades of leadership in economic development, inclusive finance and market systems, she brings a rare combination of intellectual rigor, practical experience and global perspective. I have had the privilege of watching Mayada in action, as a researcher who leads with the hard questions and as an advisor whose guidance has shaped programs and organizations around the world. In each of these roles, Mayada has carried an unwavering commitment to building systems that serve everyone, and this shines in every chapter of Power, Platforms & Participation. This book is not just informed by her experience; it is shaped by her belief in the transformative potential of inclusion.

	I admire that this book ties many threads together – digital finance as the gateway and civil society, private sector and public institutions as disruptors and architects of fair, competitive and safe digital economies. It also keeps a focus on concrete solutions, offering a hopeful, grounded vision on how digital systems can serve everyone, not just those already connected.

	I hope you take its message to heart, and more importantly, that you take its ideas into action.

	 

	
 

	Chapter 1

	The Digital Economy

	 

	I moved to Amsterdam in 2024.  It’s a city I visited many times as a tourist, and where I met my husband in 2008.  The city reminded me of what New York used to be – a lot of local neighborhood stores, people from all around the world, and a place where counterculture dominates.  One of the first things I do in a new city is take public transportation.  Cash isn’t accepted in Amsterdam on public transport, so you need a credit card, e-wallet, or to purchase a pre-paid card for public transportation.  

	The next thing I had to do was obtain my legal residency.  This required getting something called DigiD, a system used by all government agencies, the banking system, and other relevant services to authenticate one’s identity.  To get a local sim card, I had to have a local bank account. And to get a local bank account, I had to have the DigiD app on my smartphone.  In every step of the process to become a resident of this city, I had to interact with the digital economy.  My experience, I am sure, is not unique or limited to the city of Amsterdam.

	*****

	Whether it’s paying for coffee at a café, getting on the tram or metro, or ordering clothes or food online, it’s nearly impossible to function in today’s society without engaging with the digital economy.  Everything around us is being digitized, and we must engage with it to get the services we need. 

	The digital economy refers to activities that are powered by digital technologies.  These include the internet, mobile devices, and data-driven processes. Most often, we think about the digital economy as consisting of new businesses like e-commerce giants, or old businesses like banks now offering digital financial services, or tech companies offering cloud services or AI solutions.  

	But if you look around, you see that the digital economy entails more than commercial or economic activities, but also touches on basic services that any citizen requires from their government, whether that is getting a national identity card, a driver’s license, unemployment benefits, social security or pension benefits.  Most countries require residents to access government services by first going online to download forms, registering their demand, or making a payment for a service.  Today, it’s nearly impossible to engage with a government or commercial service by walking into an office and interacting with an agent and getting your service directly. In my first week in Amsterdam, I mistakenly went to the ABN Amro branch in the center of the city to get help opening a bank account. I wasn’t even able to make an appointment at the branch and was instructed to do everything online. 

	Digital development is a priority in many countries 

	Many governments have digital development plans aimed at leveraging technology to improve public services, enhance connectivity, and drive economic growth. The UK has a Digital Development Strategy (2024-2030), which focuses on inclusivity, security, and sustainability in digital transformation. It addresses challenges such as AI for development, digital public infrastructure, and digital sustainability. Many developing countries are also adopting digital development plans. Digital Egypt 2030 is one such example. 

	It is a strategy to modernize the economy, improve public services through e-government, e-health, and e-education, and most importantly, it aims to reposition Egypt within the African continent as a leader in the digital age.1 The strategy focuses on core digital infrastructure (5G networks, fiber optics, and data centers), advancing technological skills and services (IT skills, support for tech start-ups), and a connected society.  Within the 38 OECD countries, half of them have dedicated digital development ministries that designed their digital strategies.2 

	Perhaps no country epitomizes the concept of a digital economy more than China. The country has one of the most advanced digital economies in the world, and it’s been growing at an exponential rate since 2013.  The backbone of the economy is China’s leadership in 5G infrastructure and the country’s use of data.  E-commerce and mobile payments have seen the most aggressive growth in the digital economy, with companies such as JD.com and Alibaba.  Digital payments are critical components that facilitate e-commerce and the digital economy, and one of the world’s largest players is Ant Group, which runs Alipay, a critical payment platform that drives e-commerce and the digital economy. 

	Underpinning China’s digitalization model is its strategy, Digital China.  The goal is “a digitally transformed socialist system with Chinese characteristics to demonstrate its superiority over Western developmental models. To succeed, Digital China must be both deeply transformative and deeply competitive, the two defining features of its domestic and international missions.”3  China was one of the first countries to issue a digital currency, the e-CNY, or digital yuan.  It is a digital currency issued by the People's Bank of China (PBOC) and distributed by commercial banks and payment providers.

	What makes an economy digital?

	The user touchpoints that I mentioned for my experience in Amsterdam are just the tip of the iceberg of what it means to be a digital economy.  Researchers have been looking at what’s beneath the water -- what does it mean to make an economy digital.  Digital Planet at Tufts University has identified several enablers and tracks them. 

	They identified four areas that interact and together can determine just how digitalized an economy may be. They use these areas to then measure economies around the globe and then map them based on where they are in their journey. The four areas they look at are:

	Supply conditions.  The Tufts researchers define these as the existing digital and logistical infrastructure that enables transactions to happen and firms to deliver on their services.  They include things like communications technology, payments technology and transportation infrastructure, and logistics. 

	Demand conditions. These are defined as the profile of the population using the services and whether they are already capable and interested in digital goods.  They include the skills and desires of the consumer base, the degree to which these consumers have smartphones and digital accounts, and how deep or inclusive this demand is.  Inclusion refers to who is able to access it and whether it’s only in the cities and misses rural communities, or if it’s only among certain segments and excludes others. 

	Institutional environment.  This is defined as the legal environment and the policy enablers that encourage both demand and supply conditions, including things like taxation policies, investor protections, and processes for business registration.  More basic rules of law, transparency, and trust are also fundamental to a well-functioning digital economy. 

	Innovation and change. This refers to the ease by which companies can create value, attract talent, and attract capital.  It also involves the ecosystem for research. 

	Digital Planet developed an index that plots 90 economies according to their digital readiness. They define standout economies as those that are highly digital already and have continued momentum to grow; breakout economies refer to those that have momentum but are not yet as fully digitalized; stall-out economies speaks to those which may be highly digital but exhibit low momentum for continued growth; and watch out economies refers to those that are facing challenges toward digital development. 

	In their latest report (2020), in the standout category which captures countries that have strong momentum and advanced digital development, it’s not surprising to see South Korea, Singapore, Estonia, the U.S., the UAE, and Qatar.  In the stall-out category, countries that have high levels of digital development, but have limited momentum, there are countries like the Nordic states, Belgium, and France. The breakout category includes many developing economies like Indonesia, Vietnam, India, and Kenya. These have significant momentum for growth but still relatively low digital development. And, finally, in the watch out category we have Nigeria, Ethiopia, Brazil, and South Africa. Those countries have neither momentum nor an evolved digital economy.  Given that the report is from 2020, it’s likely that countries have already made substantial shifts.  For example, recently Brazil invested heavily in a digital payments platform called PIX, which is quickly advancing the infrastructure for the digital economy to take off.  And even Ethiopia4  has a digital strategy, although it continues to suffer from poor connectivity. 
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	Is the digital economy good for everyone?

	I was probably able to adapt to the digital development of the Netherlands because I came from the United States, where the digitalization journey is mature and where I already had exposure and the capability to use Smart phones, e-wallets, and other digital interfaces.  But imagine I had grown up in Egypt instead of the United States, where I was originally born.  Egypt is in the watch out category, that is, it is not as advanced now, nor does it have momentum for change. Moving to a place like the Netherlands from a place like Egypt for someone in my age category would have probably meant significant hardship.  While using a smartphone probably would not have been a problem, using digital payments and the digital identity authentication would likely pose significant challenges for someone in their 50’s.  

	As might be expected, World Bank research shows that trends toward digital development are not benefiting everyone equally. This is both within countries and between countries.

	For example, while internet use is high in middle-income countries, it is falling behind in low-income countries.

	As of 2022, 5.3 billion people were using the internet, but only one in four people in low-income countries were doing so.5  The divide between countries is best exemplified by the data on broadband penetration.  Broadband subscriptions in 2022 were relatively high in high- and middle-income countries at 30 percent, but were only 4.4 percent in lower-middle income countries and only 0.5 percent in low-income countries. 

	Women are lagging in some countries

	India is one of the countries leading the way in building digital infrastructure.  It has invested in what is known as the ‘India Stack,’ which is a set of foundational technologies consisting of digital IDs (Aadhaar), a digital payment system (Unified Payments Interface), and electronic know your customer protocols (e-KYC).  Coupled with policy imperatives to improve women’s access to finance and large subsidies to organizations to support women to register for national IDs and bank accounts, India has seen very significant progress in addressing some aspects of the digital divide. Over 282 million women6 now have bank accounts in their names, which matches the same rate as men.  Digital IDs are nearly universal for Indian women. While these are very important steps, the digital divide persists, and the economic benefits of this digital access has not yet reached women.

	India has the widest gender digital divide compared to countries in the Asia Pacific region. Internet access is particularly low, with only 15 percent of women in India actively using the internet, a rate much lower than that of their male counterparts.

	On the technology access point, only 25 percent of women in India own a mobile phone (compared to 41 percent of men).7

	As a result, the digital economy has yet to translate into meaningful economic benefits for women.  Women’s workforce participation at 32.8 percent remains far below the global average of 47 percent.8  This lag is often attributable to many other constraints that can’t easily be explained by only economic analysis.  Women in India face many other constraints that need to be addressed including familial support, safe mobility, discrimination and harassment in the workplace, and broader societal expectations. 

	Recent data from the Time Use Survey in India shows just how societal expectations and in turn, choices by women affect their ability to invest in employment.  Once married, women’s unpaid chores increase to 27 percent of their time.  Time for employment and learning declines considerably from 23 percent of their time before marriage to only 6 percent of their time, whereas it stays the same for men.

	Figure 2: Time usage before and after marriage in India
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	Source: LiveMint, 28 May 2025

	A digital economy has fewer opportunities for low-income people in rural communities

	China has one of the most digitally connected economies in the world, extending to rural communities. To reach rural segments, China has included widespread adoption of satellite remote sensing, AI, and the Internet of Things (IOT), and in turn investments in precision sowing, intelligent irrigation, and AI informed fertilizer application.  The use of online commerce by rural households has also shown an increase.  Online sales of agricultural goods increased by nearly 35 percent in 2022.  All in all, there is evidence of increased digital production, marketing, and integrating digital channels in existing supply chains. 

	And yet the benefits of this digitalization have yet to reach everyone in rural communities.  Researchers indicate that the potential for digital connectivity is more apt for non-agricultural work. It’s particularly relevant for entrepreneurs, online learners, and skills building for higher-educated and higher-income groups.

	While it does have some benefits for rural households, particularly for non-agriculture labor, evidence shows that digitalization is increasing the digital divide within rural communities.9  

	The main drivers of this digital divide are linked to beginning endowments and skills of households. Households with limited education and skills will not see the value of investing in technology.  This makes it less likely that these households are able to exploit off-farm opportunities such as trade or e-commerce.  Those who are already better educated are more likely to invest in technology and are thus more likely to diversify their households away from agriculture and into non-agricultural employment; they are also more likely to invest in learning online.  The net effect is that there is a widening income gap between high-income and low-income households in rural areas.10  

	Figure 3: Income growth trends in rural China 2002-2022
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	Source: Wang, H., Leng, H. & Yuan, M. From opportunity to inequality: how the rural digital economy shapes intra-rural income distribution (Humanit Soc Sci Commun 12, 534, 2025). 

	How do we ensure the benefits extend to all groups in society?

	Awareness is a big part of the answer. But it’s obviously not enough. In each country, region, and society, we must start with understanding who will benefit and who will not.  Once we understand that, we shift our focus to understanding the specific barriers that different groups face.  The solutions are not always obvious.  

	This book is intended to provide a broad overview of what needs to happen for everyone to benefit from the digital economy.  We will cover the groups in society who are most likely to be excluded from the digital economy (Chapter 2).  We will then delve into one of the most important gateways into the digital economy, the financial sector (Chapter 3).  We’ll then shift to what it means to be inclusive in the digital economy (Chapter 4). Given the historical moment we are in, we can’t discuss inclusion without also discussing how those who have been historically privileged may create a backlash as benefits are distributed (Chapter 5).  In the last section of the book, we shift toward solutions.  

	We’ll start with why inclusion is not only good as a social good, but also financially beneficial for business (Chapter 6). 

	We’ll focus on what governments need to do to address the unique monopolistic power of data-based business models (Chapter 7), then we’ll discuss broader policy and regulatory solutions (Chapter 8). We’ll discuss what equal access actually means for all groups and how to increase uptake and usage of digital technologies (Chapter 9).  Then we’ll discuss the role of development cooperation to support low-capacity governments to keep up with the digital revolution (Chapter 10); we’ll discuss the role of civil society (Chapter 11), and finally we’ll address other important solutions for rebalancing the power dynamics away from tech companies to consumers (Chapter 12).  The last chapter briefly touches on recent developments and offers a view of why changes toward a more equitable digital economy may be within reach (Chapter 13).

	 

	
 

	Chapter 2

	The Digital Divide

	 

	In 2016, this article ran in Al Jazeera:

	
India: Banning women from owning mobile phones

Villages in the western state of Gujarat are barring girls and unmarried women from having phones to help with studies.

26 Feb 2016

Several villages in western India have banned girls and single women from owning mobile phones, saying the devices distract them from their studies.

Villages in the Mehsana and Banaskantha districts in Gujarat state imposed the ban, and more villages have joined the campaign, said Ranjit Singh Thakor, president of the Mehsana district council.

The ban applies to girls under the age of 18 and unmarried women, he said.11

Source: Al Jazeera



	There are 2.7 billion people who are not connected to the internet. The reasons are multifold: availability, affordability, gender norms, digital literacy, among many other issues.12

	The digital divide is the gap between those who have access to the internet and the means of accessing it, such as computers and mobile phones, and those who are not connected.13  Given that increasingly work, information, and opportunities are mediated through the internet, this lack of access and the means to access it (computers or mobile devices), prevents many people from engaging meaningfully in the digital age and the digital economy.  

	While there are many groups excluded, the biggest gap exists between men and women. Worldwide, men are 21 percent more likely to be online than women.14  The biggest gap is in South Asia, followed by Sub-Saharan Africa. The gap is smallest in North America, East Asia, Europe, and the Middle East and North Africa (MENA).  In MENA, despite the relatively small digital divide, it has not translated into the many benefits expected with digital technologies, such as increased employment and entrepreneurship. 
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	Mobile phones – gateway to the internet and development outcomes

	Today, more people access the internet through their mobile phones than through computers (55 percent versus 42 percent).15  Thus, owning a mobile phone is likely to remain the most important gateway to participating in the digital economy. Ownership of technology, particularly mobile phones, correlates with greater outcomes, including higher consumption, estimated at 16-24 percent higher than those without phones.16  The benefits of phone ownership also extend to safety in the community, access to information, and staying connected to family and friends. Phones also unlock another important door, access to the financial system.

	Increasingly, financial services are delivered through mobile phones, which enable women to save, pay bills, and borrow with limited engagement outside the home. 17  

	According to GSMA, women were on a path to catch up with men with regard to mobile phone access, but in 2022 the pace of progress slowed down for a second year in a row.  As of 2022, men were 17 percent more likely to have access to smartphones than women.  While 67 percent of men globally have access to smartphones, only 55 percent of women do.18 

	The Al Jazeera story at the beginning of this chapter points to some of the most intransigent obstacles — social and gender norms — that keep many women and girls from taking the first step into the digital economy by owning mobile phones.

	The perception that phones distract girls from their studies or that phones provide access for women to cheat on their husbands or a myriad of other beliefs are ultimately what gets in the way, even when mobile phones are made accessible and affordable. 

	Connectivity comes next

	In developing countries, the gap between men and women’s access to mobile internet — accessing the internet through a mobile phone — remains unchanged at 19 percent which equates to 310 million fewer women accessing the internet than men.19  
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	There are more than 900 million women who are not using mobile internet in developing countries. Most of these women are in South Asia (383m) and Sub-Saharan Africa (192m).

	The gender gaps in these regions are significantly higher than the global average, 41 percent and 36 percent, respectively.  To achieve parity by 2030, more than 100 million more women would need to adopt mobile internet each year.20

	Constraints to technology access and usage

	There are a number of constraints to women’s access and usage of digital technology.

	Awareness and perceived value. Henry Ford said, "If I had asked people what they wanted, they would have said faster horses.” This quote refers to the idea that if someone has never seen something, like cars, for instance, they typically can’t imagine how it would benefit them. They are likely only to imagine the world they already inhabit with some minor tweaks.

	Thus, if someone has never used the internet, they would have difficulties imagining how it can be used to enhance their life.  The monthly price tag of paying for data would also influence the perceived value of the internet.  Someone who is barely getting by and needs every extra cent to purchase food or pay for rent is not going to imagine what something like the internet can offer them.

	Women are less likely to be aware of mobile internet.21  And they often do not understand the importance of owning a smartphone.  For example, a government program in India distributed free smartphones to women.  Women did use smartphones to make calls, and they were active users of WhatsApp, but their usage remained limited.  Women faced constraints with limited data and battery life on their phones, and thus were not able to translate phone access into meaningful changes in their income-earning potential or productivity.22 

	In Sub-Saharan African, a study looked at offering women a choice between feature phones and smartphones.  One year after the distribution of the free phones, the researchers found that nearly one-third of those who received free phones were no longer in possession of these phones.  It is likely that women did not see the intrinsic value of the phones.  Researchers at Harvard University’s Evidence for Policy Design note that the distribution of phones without taking into account prevailing norms is not likely to translate into the outcomes expected or may even lead to negative outcomes at the household level, say, for example, if the spouse sees access to the phone as undermining his authority.23 

	Cost.  The cost of phones and data are major constraints to usage, for both men and women.  While costs are declining over time, in many regions of the world, the average price of a smartphone remains out of reach.24  The global average is approximately 25 percent of monthly income, or around $104.  However, as the graph below demonstrates, there is a wide variation by region.

	The lowest costs are in North America, where smartphones only represent less than 2 percent of monthly income, whereas smartphones go as high as 45 percent of monthly income in SSA. In the least developed countries, they are above 50 percent of monthly income, representing more of a luxury good than a necessity. 
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	In addition to the cost of smartphones, the cost of data is also an important constraint, and there is a great deal of variance, even within regions. Figure 4 below depicts the cost of data by sub-region and shows the large variance within different regions in Africa.  The price of mobile data varies considerably between northern Africa which is at the lowest end of the spectrum (less than 2 percent of gross monthly income), to Middle Africa where the cost goes as high as 12 percent of gross monthly income for 1 GB of mobile data. 
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	The pandemic had a worsening effect on technology affordability. Research in Kenya identified that many women were forced to sell their phones during the pandemic, while others downgraded to feature phones.25

	Financial and digital capability. In an increasingly digitized world, the ability to use technology safely and in one’s own interest is critical. Closely linked to this is the ability to make financial decisions in a way that does not compromise your identity or make yourself susceptible to fraud, otherwise known as financial literacy.26  Data from GSMA shows that there is a consistent difference across countries between men and women’s confidence in using the internet on their own.

	In countries like DRC, India, Indonesia, and Nigeria, over 70 percent of women state they need help using the internet, much higher than men in these same countries.27

	S&P financial literacy survey shows that only 33 percent of adults are considered financially literate. At the global level, more men (35 percent) are considered financially literate than women (30 percent). Even in developed countries, like Canada, there is a gender gap in financial literacy, estimated at 17 percentage points. In developing countries, the gap can be as large as 21 percentage points in Azerbaijan, or in the 10-percentage point range in places like Bangladesh, Yemen, or Angola.28

	On both financial and digital capabilities, the gap between men and women begins early in life with the kinds of choices that are made by parents for their daughters versus their sons. There are often gendered expectations about roles and responsibilities that start in childhood, with a greater focus on boys to do well in school and more responsibilities for girls to help with household chores. Over time, these gendered expectations result in differences in school performance.  Research shows that when girls are expected to perform worse in math, they expect less of themselves and perform worse in school.29 These formative expectations evolve to influence women’s life choices including their pursuit of employment or entrepreneurship, which in turn influences the value they place on tools such as the internet and digital technologies. 

	Safety and security. Women may choose to remain offline because of fear for their safety and security. GSMA reports that safety and security are the third most significant constraint to increasing women’s usage of mobile phones.30   In some cases, these fears are related to being contacted by strangers, or it may be about data security.
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Figure 2: Gender gap in mobile internet use in LMICs, by region
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Figure 1: Worldwide, men are 21% more likely to be online than women
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Figure 1. Plotting digitalization around the world
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Figure 3: Average cost of smartphones by region
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Figure 4: Cost of 1 GB mobile broadband internet
As percent of gross monthly income

Eastern Asia
Northern Africa
South-Eastern Asia
Western Asia
Southern America
Central Asia
Carbibean
Southern Africa

Central America

2
®

Melanesia
Eastern Africa 23
Western Africa 8.15%
Middle Africa 11.85%
0% 2% 4% 6% 8% 10% 12%

Source: Alliance for Affordable Internet





