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Background of the Report 
Basic Internet Foundation, Centre for Global Health at the University of Oslo and Pure 
Consulting invited diverse key contributors in Norway to a roundtable discussion in Oslo 
the 17th of January 2019 to discuss challenges and solutions related to digital inclusion. 
30 invited participants, including actors such as aid organisations, the UN, 
representation from the private sector, academia, and from the Ministry of Foreign 
Affairs was represented, including private sector telecom-, software- and energy 
companies as well as start-up actors. This report is based on the roundtable discussion 
and answers selected questions posed by the UN High-level Panel on Digital Inclusion, 
under the subjects methods & mechanisms and illustrative action areas.  
 

Executive Summary 
Digital solutions are more than just access to the world wide web – it is about opening 
up a large range of opportunities and solutions utilised via digitalisation. In this report, 
based on roundtable discussion among Norwegian stakeholders, we refer to access 
to Internet, as well as opportunities and services that follows internet access. 
 
According to UNDP1, more than half the world’s population – about 4 billion people, 
do not currently have access to Internet, and of them 90% are from developing 
countries. However, the digital divide is not only visible on a global scale, but also a 
tendency that is clear within countries. This is visible between urban and rural areas, 
where especially communities in rural areas are more likely to fall outside the 
digitalisation. Furthermore, many marginalised groups and individuals, such as those 
with disability, people who are poor, women, refugees, temporarily displaces people, 
find themselves outside of the digital development. These issues are examples of major 
challenges for the development of (digitally) inclusive services.  
 
However, given the clear correlation between digital capabilities and job 
opportunities, digitalisation is the major opportunity for sustainable development and 
to make sure that no one is left behind.  Access to information through Internet is a 
prerequisite for achieving the 2030 Agenda for a Sustainable Future. For instance, it 
can provide tremendous effects on health and education (SDG 3 & 4), contribute to 
inclusive economic growth (SDG 8), promote innovation (SDG 9), and enable 
adaptability to climate change (SDG 13)2.  
 

Key Aspects from the Report 
• To guarantee that partnerships and the solutions that come out of these have 

actual impact, we need to ensure that they are fundamentally supported by 
participation and local context understanding. This can be achieved if we work 
with, empower and make it accessible for refugees, diaspora and local tech-
hubs to participate and contribute with their knowledge, and include them in 
design and decision-making. 

 

• One of the most important challenge to overcome, between all stakeholders, 
is silo thinking. By creating platforms for and lowering the barriers between 
different sectors, industries and stakeholders, there are increased possibilities for 
collaboration and synergies that are essential to ensure inclusive development 
for closing the digital gap. 
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• Digital solutions are more than just access to the world wide web; it is about 
opening up for the opportunities utilised via digitalisation. For example, 
providing more electricity to homes would in turn enable more women and girls 
to attend school. In addition, providing information material on how to use and 
manage electricity contributes to novel jobs and societal empowerment. 
 

• Rights and protection related to privacy is a necessity if people (as well as 
companies and society as a whole) is to trust technology and digital solutions. 
 

• Digital solutions and technological infrastructure are often dependent on large 
financial investments, but instead of a narrow-minded perspective focusing on 
“return on investment” (ROI), stakeholders (investors) should increasingly look to 
how investments have a positive impact on the society – a “return on the 
Sustainable Development Goals” (RoSDGs). 

 

1. METHODS & MECHANISMS 
 
1.A. What new or innovative mechanisms might be devised for multi-
stakeholder cooperation in the digital space? 
 
To enable digital inclusion for all, we need to enable and facilitate partnerships and 
cooperation between different stakeholders and actors. To guarantee that these 
partnerships and the solutions that come out of these have actual impact, we need 
to ensure that they are fundamentally supported by participation and local context 
understanding. Participation means that local skills and resources are incorporated in 
the design of interventions, which can ensure responsiveness to people’s needs and 
enhance the sustainability of the interventions3. We can enable participation and 
ensure local context understanding when representatives from the local communities 
are involved in creating the solutions. 
 
Two important groups of people that should be recognised in this matter are refugees 
and diaspora. Many come from countries with limited Internet access and can 
contribute with valuable insights and experience from the communities in their 
homelands. They can provide first-hand knowledge on social structures, stigmas, end-
user behaviour and needs, and other relevant issues that should be taken into account 
in the design of the service or product. 
 
An example of this is VipiCash. A start-up with a Congolese founder who has 
experienced both to be a refugee and be recipient of money from acquaintances in 
the West, and to be on the other side of the table and be the sender of money to 
acquaintances in Africa. In both instances he saw that a lot of the money got lost in 
transaction, and is often not used for what it was intended for. VipiCash provides a 
service where the sender can lock money in goods and services – for instance in food, 
school fees or healthcare. The funds go directly to the purpose, with minimal fees, and 
it is virtually impossible to spend the money on anything else than what it was intended 
for. 
 
Another group of people worth recognition is local tech entrepreneurs. In March 2018 
there were 442 active tech hubs in Africa4, which shows a potential for utilising local 
competence and resources. If the driver of digital inclusion comes from within a 
country it is more likely to have greater impact and become more sustainable. Aid 
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and development have often been pushed onto development countries from the 
West, which has not always been very successful. If we are to empower less developed 
countries, we should enable them to create the change themselves. 
 
The recommendations from the roundtable discussion to support tech hubs in Africa 
are to:  

• Provide access to new markets. For instance, Norwegian start-ups could buy 
services from Kenyan start-ups and vice versa. This can create economic value 
and transfer of knowledge. 

• Standardise business rules to give African businesses and hubs access to global 
markets. 

• Design frameworks that provides trust and validation. This can lower the risk for 
investors and be a driver for scaling solutions and start-ups. 

• Invite African tech entrepreneurs to contribute to the solutions for digital 
inclusion. 

 
In the business world, it is a growing tendency to utilise frameworks such as Design 
Thinking, where you go far in understanding the end-user of the product or service 
before it is launched to the market. The development of solutions to ensure digital 
inclusion also needs to be this user-centric – which can be achieved if we work with, 
empower and make it accessible for refugees, diaspora and local tech-hubs to 
participate and contribute with their knowledge, and include them in design and 
decision-making. 
 

2. ILLUSTRATIVE ACTION AREAS 
 
2.A. What are the challenges faced by stakeholders (e.g. individuals, 
Governments, the private sector, civil society, international 
organisations, the technical and academic communities) in these areas? 
 
Technology can be transformational for societies and people. However, the digital 
technological development is not without challenges, and different stakeholders 
meet various challenges when they face this development.  Furthermore, the mixture 
of complex and multi-faced challenges can also hamper cooperation between 
stakeholders.   
 
Closing the global digital divide – key challenges  
According to UNDP5, more than 4 billion people are not online, and of them 90% are 
from developing countries. In order to ensure inclusive development and closing the 
digital gap on a global level, the following scenarios of challenges have been 
identified:  
 
Private actors 
For private actors (e.g. transnational corporations (TNC) and small-to-medium sized 
enterprises (SMEs)) operating in new (and potentially emerging) markets and 
countries, context is a key challenge. Understanding the local context, having enough 
information on the political, demographic and socioeconomic situation on the 
ground, as well as having relevant knowledge of the market and potential 
problematic issues, is essential.  
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Some concrete examples of important contextual information for digital inclusion; 

• Private sector is dependent on governments being motivated and facilitating 
for collaboration and solutions.  

• Investment risk is a challenge associated with private sector that needs to be 
assessed. Developing markets have a great potential for growth but also come 
with high investment risks. Limiting the risk, will also make it easier for companies 
to invest. 

• Corruption is often highlighted as a key challenge, which can hamper the most 
innovative technological solutions. 

 
Governmental organisations 
Though we cannot expect strong governments everywhere, the need for digital 
inclusion and regional development is understood. Best praxis solutions such as 
regional development funds or dedicated governmental activities can be the drivers 
for Information spots in rural areas, inviting societal actors to join. 
 
Local tech entrepreneurs 
In capitals and large cities in developing countries there are several fast-growing tech 
hubs and IT communities with smart solutions, innovative ideas and strong digital 
competence, e.g. Accra (Ghana) and Nairobi (Kenya). Access to relevant 
environments (e.g. fora, initiatives and platforms) as well as markets are key for these 
communities to thrive and grow. However, the capacity of such developer 
communities can be challenged by the pressure going to the most profitable 
segments in the communities. While such an approach will increase the digital divide, 
an integrated approach for every segment in the society can lift everyone. Making 
sure that the development follows a pace that the stakeholders on the ground are 
equipped and have capacity to handle, is of essence.   
 
Civil society 
Civil society organisations and initiatives are often well-placed to identify local 
problems and challenges on the ground; however, understanding both how 
technology and digital solutions can play an ameliorating role and inaugurate 
equipoise can be a challenge. Here, civil society actors can potentially be more open 
for collaboration with private actors.  
 
Individuals 
As individuals, the challenges can be multifaced and varied. While some have a high 
level of resources available to attain access to digital devices and Internet – as well 
as digital competencies (digital literacy), others lack both access and digital 
competences. According to the World Bank Report (2016)6, the digital divide across 
demographic groups in Africa remains high. Women are less likely to use/own digital 
technologies compared to men, and the same tendency is visible for elders (over 45 
years) compared to youth. People in rural areas also face digital exclusion due to a 
lack of technological infrastructure. To enable digital inclusion for all, we need to 
establish frame conditions for digital inclusion, which could include duties for operators 
to establish information spots in rural villages as part of the license conditions for mobile 
networks. People at the bottom of the pyramid need tailored solutions, addressing 
both access and content. One solution is to start with targeted information, and 
examples on how their situations can be improved. 
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International organisations 
International organisations (IO) play an important role in bringing different 
stakeholders to the table, and as such, IOs often take on an important facilitating role. 
Still, a key challenge is to include more expertise of concrete solutions, best practice 
cases and examples to high-level forums and negotiations. More digital expertise, from 
a variety of stakeholders and geographical areas, is essential to provide the best 
possible overview of challenges and solutions.  
 
Stakeholders coming together  
A key challenge, faced by all mentioned actors, as well as the governments in 
developing countries, is the lack of energy access and infrastructure. Though energy 
solutions on its own are not sufficient, energy is essential for enabling technology and 
digital development. Furthermore, another challenge faced by all stakeholders, is an 
integrated understanding of the “big picture” – i.e. the combination of factors, – 
energy, electricity, Internet, devices, as well as digital competences. 
 
Lastly, one of the most important challenge to overcome, between all stakeholders, is 
silo thinking. Private actors, civil society, technical and academic communities, as well 
as international organisations and governments, should be encouraged to think about 
frameworks rather than silos. By creating platforms that can gather actors and lower 
the barriers between different sectors, industries and stakeholders, there are increased 
possibilities for collaboration and synergies that are essential to ensure inclusive 
development and closing the digital gap. Such arenas for inclusive cooperation 
include both access to information, physical spaces for discussions and digital 
collaborations. 
 
 
2.B. What are successful examples of cooperation among stakeholders 
in these areas? Where is further cooperation needed? 
 
Several actors have initiatives that focuses on digital inclusion and societal 
empowerment. 
 

• Telenor and UNICEF created an app where authorised health workers can 
register newborn babies in Pakistan, as the country have a registration rate of 
only 30%. The pilot saw an increase in birth registration from 30% to 90% in just six 
months in the areas it operated. Telenor Group has a global ambition of 
facilitating access to identity for seven million across its footprint by 20207. 

 

• Microsoft arranges Hackathon with engineers to find solutions. They have 
helped the Red Cross to develop a solution where they can send out SMS to 
the locals with information in cases of disease outbreaks. Microsoft have also 
partnered with Bluetown that will provide broadband internet access to 
approximately 800,000 unserved people in the eastern part of Ghana. The 
project will use Wi-Fi and TV White space technologies to bring a combination 
of public Wi-Fi zones with affordable Internet access and free access to digital 
services (e-learning, e-health, news and more) as well as dedicated Internet 
access to local institutions and businesses8.   
 

• Norwegian Church Aid has developed a remote monitoring device that uses 
low cost IoT technology to monitor water related indicators (amount, quality 
etc.) in rural areas. The sensor device is solar driven for off grid use and sends 
data by SMS or mobile Internet. The prototype costs around 150 USD and is 
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based on standard parts that can be purchased nearly everywhere in the 
world. The device serves as a proof of concept which is open source and thus 
available to entrepreneurs in the south for business case adoption.  

 

• Basic Internet Foundation is establishing small and low-cost information kiosks, 
of less than 300 USD, in rural sub-Saharan Africa, to provide free access to both 
online information and local customised content, that includes digital 
education, business, and health promotion, for everyone. The information spots, 
though being linked to the cloud, are autonomous and provide free access to 
local content. In addition, they use vouchers to open the access to profitable 
content. This Freemium (free + premium) concept empowers people to use 
their own device, and has allocated tablets at the information spots securing 
maximal utilisation and inclusion. 

 

• The roundtable discussion that this report is based on is a good example on how 
it is possible to bring different stakeholders together to find and activate 
solutions. We experienced that the different actors were “hungry” for such a 
platform. Therefore, the hosts of the event are looking into opportunities of how 
we can utilise the momentum of the roundtable discussion to create a platform 
which facilitates and activates an ecosystem for solutions and collaboration for 
digital inclusion.  

 
While some of the solutions above are focussed on limited mobile network capabilities, 
other actors such as Bluetown and the Basic Internet Foundation address information 
spots as starting point for Internet access and digital inclusion. IT technologies such as 
artificial intelligence (AI), cloud computing (CC) and autonomous processes through 
the Internet of Things need to be tailored to reach the rural areas. As an example, 
edge/fog computing with local clouds at the edge of the network can serve as an 
entry point to information, without the need for costly communication solutions out to 
the village. 
 
 
2.C. What form might cooperation among stakeholders in these areas 
take? What values and principles should underpin it? 
 
Cooperation among stakeholders 
 

Better collaboration between diverse stakeholders are essential to enhance digital 
cooperation, emphasised with the Sustainable Development Goal 17: Partnership for 
the goals. Strengthened collaboration between the civil society, private sectors and 
governments is key in this regard. Bringing together various actors and institutions can 
help make sure that the digital and technological solutions are based on a holistic and 
integrated understanding of the issues and challenges at hand (as described 
previously in the report).  
 
Closing the digital divide also necessitates increased collaboration between 
developed and developing countries. For example, growing tech hubs and 
entrepreneurs’ communities in developing countries could benefit from a stronger 
connection with similar communities in the Nordic countries. Another key example, 
which could benefit international development policies, is strengthening collaboration 
between civil sector, tech communities and TNCs.  
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Another key component for digital inclusion could be cooperation on the local and 
regional scale. For instance, by targeting the (lower) middle class, who has the 
economic capacity to access Internet, it can bring income to the local economic 
ecosystem. This segment might be local farmers, shopkeepers, merchants, 
businessmen and entrepreneurs who, with Internet access, can scale up their 
businesses allowing them to create more jobs, which in turn increases the purchasing 
power of the population, which again can result in a more mature market and 
economic growth. This can eventually enable improved situations for poorer segments 
and can possibly give them the opportunity to get Internet access.  
 
If we are able to realise how Internet access and development are interconnected, 
we can understand the need for a holistic approach. Internet access can for instance 
give people easier access to labour markets6 and enable a range of new business 
models, make it possible to reach out to new markets, give access to new value chain 
actors, and lower transaction costs. Internet access can in other words enable 
economic growth, lift people out of poverty, which in a long-term perspective can 
enable people to pay for their own Internet access. In a holistic perspective, a possible 
solution could be to use these potential future incomes to help pay the costs for 
Internet access. For instance, Internet can be used to make money from agriculture 
and other services and thus cover costs of access. An integrated approach is essential 
for sharing the costs of digital inclusion. Once the infrastructure is established, 
profitable services like streaming, trading and other online communication can 
contribute to the costs. Such an approach needs a unified strategy, and a 
collaboration between health, education, communication, and regional 
development. 
 
 
What values and principles should underpin collaboration? 
 

Rights and protection 
Rights and protection related to privacy is a necessity if people (as well as companies 
and society as a whole) is to trust technology and digital solutions. Making sure that 
private information and digital solutions are not exploited by actors that seek to 
manipulate people or government structures are one of the key challenges of the 
digital era we live in. Awareness of such dangers and increased emphasis on privacy 
rights and regulations, is especially important in new and emerging markets where the 
technological development is taking place in a fast-paced speed. A concrete 
solution in this regard, is to look to the EU Directive General Data Protection Regulation 
(GDPR)9, which potentially can be used as a template for privacy rights and protection 
also outside of EU boarders.  
 
Accessibility and inclusion 
As the digital revolution comes with countless possibilities and solutions, a key 
challenge is related to the digital gap between those who have access and digital 
skills and those who have not. As such, it is paramount that accessibility and inclusion 
should underpin all digital collaboration. In its simplest form, access to Internet means 
access to information and communications, which are important infrastructure for 
digital inclusion. In the ongoing transition towards the Internet of Things, enabling 
communication between people, machines and devices is essential for a sustainable 
development. As such, Internet also holds an element of democratisation.  
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Sharing of knowledge and information 
Sharing solutions, ideas and information will be crucial in making sure that no one is left 
behind in the digital development, and furthermore to be able to reach the 2030 
Agenda and the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs). Not only does Internet offer 
new forms of organisation but also new forms of information and knowledge sharing, 
and enable people to learn to think in new and different ways.   
 
End-user perspective 
Collaborations need to have a strong end-user perspective, which integrates a good 
understanding of local needs and challenges. As such, this means a comprehensive 
participation and collaboration with local communities, from planning phase, through 
implementation and evaluation. Language and culturally appropriate content are 
other important components here, and crucial for success.  
 
From Return on investment to Return on the SDGs 
All digital cooperation should be grounded on an emphasis on sustainable 
development, by emphasising the three pillars of sustainable development: 
economic, social and environmental. While the social and environmental pillars are 
essential, so is the economic pillar. Without a focus on sound economics and “good 
business”, it is not sustainable.  
 
Digital solutions and technological infrastructure are often dependent on large 
financial investments, but instead of a narrow-minded perspective focusing on “return 
on investment” (ROI), stakeholders (investors) should increasingly look to how 
investments have a positive impact on the society – a “return on the Sustainable 
Development Goals” (RoSDGs). Following such perspective, an increasing emphasis 
on creating shared value (for different stakeholders) is an essential principle that 
underpins sustainability.   
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