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Abstract 

Modernization is what separates developed from less developed nations and results in what is 

commonly known as the digital divide.  The Modernization Theory has been a popular 

framework with which to analyze the differences between developed and less developed nations 

since the 1960’s.  In order to understand how Modernization Theory applies to the digital divide, 

one must first understand what the digital divide is and who it affects.  It is also important to 

understand why the digital divide exists and how the gap can be closed, if at all.  To explore this, 

the issue of broadband will be identified.  While the digital divide looks primarily like a 

technology issue at first glance, studies show that upon closer inspection, the condition of the 

global economy plays a greater role in this discussion than technology itself.   
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Modernization Theory and the Digital Divide 

Last September scientists opposed a plan to construct a highway through the Serengeti 

National Park in the African country of Tanzania.  The road would have helped bridge a gap 

between Tanzania and its neighbors: Lake Victoria, Ugandan, Rwanda, and Burundi.  Such a 

highway would allegedly increase interconnectivity on the continent.  Hypothetically, such 

interconnectivity could lead to further connectedness between Africa and the rest of the globe.  

Perhaps this step could lead to further globalization and digitization on the continent.  Moreover, 

this globalization could lead to further modernization of the heart of darkness, as the continent 

has been called, closing the gap between Africa and developed nations.  The problem with a 

highway cutting through the Serengeti is, of course, it compromises the already fragile 

ecosystem.  According to a report from BBC, the highway could cause the wildebeest population 

to drop from 1.3 billion to 300,000 (http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-11328944).  This 

story illustrates just one example of the differences between developed and less developed 

nations in terms of ability to develop economically, politically, and socially.   

 Consider the difference in a developed nation such as the United States.  The argument in 

Tanzania would never occur here because this nation built roads, communication infrastructure, 

and systems of modernization over a century ago.  In fact, this modernization is what separates 

developed from less developed nations and results in what is commonly known as a digital 

divide.  The modernization theory has been a popular framework with which to analyze the 

differences between developed and less developed nations since the 1950’s (Thussu, 2006).  The 

digital divide is just that – a divide.  It results in a wide variety of global consequences because it 

is one of the greatest global communication dilemmas of our day.  As a study by Stanford 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/news/world-africa-11328944
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University stated, knowledge of information and communication technology (ICT) is the main 

commodity of our time (Drori, 2010).  While the digital divide may primarily look like a 

technology issue at first glance, studies show that upon closer inspection, the condition of the 

global economy plays a greater role in this discussion than the advancement of technology.   

 What exactly is the digital divide?  According to www.digitaldivide.org, it refers to the 

gap between those who can benefit from digital technology and those who cannot.  While this 

divide can exist among disadvantaged groups within an information society, it most commonly 

refers to the gap between developed and less developed nations.   

The digital divide resulted from the exceptionally fast pace of the global diffusion of 

information and communication technology.  It took 75 years for the telephone and 13 years for 

the television to reach 50 million users.  It took the Internet 5 years to acquire the same following 

(Drori, 2010).  Dramatic expansion of technology led to reduced cost.  Reduced cost resulted in 

technology being more accessible across the globe which, in turn, led to necessary updates to 

infrastructure.  That is where the divide began to widen.  Certain advanced technologies may be 

affordable to developing countries, but revamping their entire communication infrastructure is 

not so affordable.  A study done by Northern Illinois and Ohio State Universities described the 

necessary confluence of factors well.   

Previous research on the global diffusion of information technologies (ITs) demonstrates 

that Internet usage is not driven entirely by affluence but also by important social and 

political structures historically characteristic of the West.  Developing nations that want 

to see an increase in Internet connectivity may therefore require a confluence of social, 

economic, and political factors such as affluence, political and economic freedoms, and 

http://www.digitaldivide.org/
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technological culture. As many lag behind the West in these and other ways the question 

remains as to how long will this Global Digital Divide linger.  (Robinson, 2010, p. 1)   

One thing that cannot be ignored in a discussion about digitization is the influence of 

broadband.  According to the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), broadband is 

described as  

Advanced communications systems capable of providing high-speed transmission of 

services such as data, voice, and video over the Internet and other networks. 

Transmission is provided by a wide range of technologies, including digital subscriber 

line and fiber optic cable, coaxial cable, wireless technology, and satellite. Broadband 

platforms make possible the convergence of voice, video, and data services onto a single 

network.  (http://www.fcc.gov/broadband/)   

This definition clarifies the critical role broadband plays in the issues of modernization and 

globalization.  Broadband is changing global communication by driving innovation and 

increasing productivity and commerce.  Accessibility to broadband is a high priority to the 

American government.  According to the FCC, “All Americans should have affordable access to 

robust and reliable broadband products and services. Regulatory policies must promote 

technological neutrality, competition, investment, and innovation to ensure that broadband 

service providers have sufficient incentive to develop and offer such products and services.” 

(http://www.fcc.gov/broadband/)  Developed nations have a significantly higher broadband 

penetration rate than less developed nations.  For example, Australia’s broadband penetration 

rate is 35.7 percent, whereas Pakistan has a penetration rate of 0.4 percent 

(www.digitaldivide.org).  By 2008, the United States and Europe accounted for 75 percent of the 

http://www.fcc.gov/broadband/
http://www.fcc.gov/broadband/
http://www.digitaldivide.org/
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globe’s Internet use (Mcphail, 2010).  These statistics paint a more poignant picture of the digital 

divide, but what does it really mean?   

 Countries that have over 30 percent more broadband than less developed countries 

dominate the information market.  According to information society theorists; speed, volume, 

and cost of information have contributed to the dominance of information technology to shape 

not only Western, but global society (Thussu, 2006, p. 57).  Whoever owns the most broadband, 

owns global communication – keeping less developed nations at a distance.   In this discussion, 

countries like Australia are commonly known as the “haves” while countries like Pakistan are 

considered the “have – nots.” Haves and have – nots are not confined to access to 

communication, but access to communication is what keeps them in either position.  Without 

communication there is no education or economic growth.  That is why the digital divide has 

more to do with the global economy than technology.  This issue, of course, is at the heart of the 

digital divide and can be more clearly understood through the lens of Modernization theory. 

 Modernization theory is the belief that international mass communication can be used to 

spread the message of modernity to the entire world.  The idea is that this message would 

transfer the economic and political models of the West to countries in the South, commonly 

referred to as less developed, third world nations.  Simply put, modernization theorists believe in 

the power of mass media to transform traditional societies (Thussu, 2006).   

 Daniel Lerner was one of the earliest modernization theorists.  He was a political science 

professor at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology who studied the effects of mass media on 

the Middle East in the 1950’s.  His studies showed that exposure to mass media resulted in 

traditional societies seeking modernity.  Simply put, Lerner believed that the West had all the 

answers.  To this day, many people operate under this somewhat ethnocentric notion.  Many 
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changes have occurred since the birth of the modernization theory, mainly that of globalization.  

Early modernization theorists, such as Lerner, did not recognize the dichotomy of the modern 

versus traditional ideology (Thussu, 2006).  Globalization and digitization are here to stay.  

Those that do not have it are being left behind, both technologically and economically.  The only 

way for low – income nations to keep up with the rest of the globe is to modernize.  This is how 

the current global digital divide can be viewed through the framework of modernization theory.  

What would modernization theorists think of this global communication issue? 

 Modernization theory would argue that the only way to close the digital divide is to 

continue to modernize less developed nations.  However, this modernization requires advanced 

telecommunication and computer infrastructure (Thussu, 2006), which begs the question: who 

will pay for it?  Less developed nations do not have the economic resources that a 

communication infrastructure overhaul would require.  Asking the West to foot the bill opens a 

pandora’s box of questions that can be answered by such theories as dependency theory that will 

not be addressed here.  Can the digital divide be closed and if so, how? 

 According to the Digital Divide Institute, people have been trying to close the gap for the 

past ten years, but it keeps growing exponentially wider.  This is because, according to statistics, 

the benefits of digital growth only flow to the wealthy.  This fact leads directly back to the 

concept of broadband penetration.  “In 2006, 3.4 percent of the population in low-income 

countries and 3.8 percent in middle income countries had broadband, compared with 18.6 

percent in developed economies” (www.digitaldivide.org).  This statistic displays the impact 

broadband accessibility has on the digital divide.   

Consider the recent revolt in Egypt.  Technology gives a voice to the oppressed in a way 

that we have not seen up to this point in history.  Put to good use, Google, Twitter, and Facebook 

http://www.digitaldivide.org/
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have the power to join people in collective action in ways that would not be possible without 

broadband.  However, the existence of broadband alone is not enough to close the digital divide.  

Consider a recent story in Africa. 

A headline on BBC’s website in September, 2009 read “New Africa Broadband 

‘Ready’.”  The article began by stating that a new high-speed undersea cable connecting East 

Africa with the rest of the world was ready to go live.  The problem was that most Kenyans were 

still unable to afford the services.  The high-speed internet was only available on nights and 

weekends and cost $1,440 a year.  The average Kenyan makes around $800 a year.  A Kenyan 

developer for a crowdsourcing service stated, "When you take it in comparison to what you're 

doing, it's a lot (of money), trust me. It's like spending a million to buy a wheelbarrow” 

(http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/8257038.stm).   

The Digital Divide Institute believes in taking broadband to the next level by introducing 

policies that include political, social, and economic spheres.  They call it meaningful broadband. 

Our model to close the digital divide is called meaningful broadband. It refers to 

deliberate efforts to intervene into the process of building broadband ecosystems in 

emerging markets in ways that serve the national interest. New policies and practices 

must occur in government, business and academia.  

(http://www.digitaldivide.org/category/our-model/) 

Studies by the Digital Divide Institute show that a lack of change in the political, social, 

and economic systems is the reason the digital divide is growing despite attempts to see it close.   

The existence of the digital divide can be addressed by modernizing developing 

countries.  Moreover, this modernization must begin and end with communication infrastructure, 

education, government, and business.  It cannot be done by solely introducing new technology or 

http://news.bbc.co.uk/2/hi/technology/8257038.stm
http://www.digitaldivide.org/category/our-model/
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laying broadband lines.  Kenyans can one day own as many computers as Australians, highways 

can wind through the Serengeti, but it will mean nothing without true reform; or, as the Digital 

Divide Institute eloquently calls it, building broadband ecosystems.   
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