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“New technologies possess extraordinary power to  

transform, empower and do good, improving lifestyle,  

economic growth, and social development; empowering  

people and transforming communities”

- There are still up to 1 billion people completely  

unconnected to any form of telecommunications.

 

- An additional 3 billion people are not connected to  

broadband internet.

- And in emerging economies, only one in three are online -  

compared to 8 out of 10 in developed economies.

- While more people are connecting every day, particularly in  

developing markets, even by 2020, the GSMA expects 48%  

of the population to still be offline.

Powerful new technologies have the potential to create  

unprecedented digital divides almost overnight which will  

create even greater separation between those with and  

without access or the skills to exploit them.

In the future, more connections, sensors, devices, data,  

video, analytics will lead to even more productive agriculture, 

healthier individuals, stronger economies, thriving ecosystems,  

and efficient transport.  

A new divide between things will accentuate a deeper divide 

between the people that use them. 

We must take action now. In the next 10 years, we must 

bring the power of fast connections, smart devices and intelligent  

applications to close the divide and not increase it. 

 Mobile-cellular and Internet penetration rates have 
grown strongly, but the digital divide between the rich and the 
poor is growing… The digital divide is particularly pronounced 
with respect to Internet use and quality of access...It will be  
essential to address the widening digital divide. Only then will  
the transformative power of ICTs and the data revolution be  
harnessed to deliver sustainable development for all.
 The Millennium Development Goals Report, 2015, United Nations

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE IS 

     GETTING NARROWER

BUT IT IS ALSO 

     
GETTING DEEPER

As more networks are built, and internet connections 
and smartphones become more affordable, digital divides  
are narrowing. 

Today, more than 87% of the world’s population is within  
range of a mobile signal (55% for 3G networks).  

By building more than 1,500 networks in 170 countries,  
Huawei has brought affordable Internet connections as  
well as smart phones and enterprise services to people  
across diverse economies, and helped provide more than  
a third of the world’s population access digital services.

‘ ‘
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WHY IS DIGITAL ENABLEMENT  

IMPORTANT?
Precisely because the digital divide is deepening between  

the digitally enabled and the digitally excluded, it’s never been 
more urgent to provide digital enablement.

We use the term Digital Enablement to describe the result  
of benefiting from ICT, with the purpose of overcoming the  
gap between the individuals, communities and economies  
that are digitally enabled and those who are not.

Huawei’s Global Connectivity Index finds that  
a 20% increase in ICT investment will grow  

GDP of a country by 1%.  The ITU has shown that  
there is an important relationship between ICT  
development and other development indicators  

in developing countries. 

Top 10 trends affecting digital enablement:  
View online or download the full white paper: 
www.huawei.com/minisite/digital-enablement 

Firstly we need to connect the last billion people to  
communications, and enable all four billion who are offline  
to get online. Secondly, we must increase the value of that  
connection by providing all people and organizations with  
relevant skills and services. . Without this the digital divide  
will actually deepen.

Used to their full potential, digital technologies such as  
mobile broadband, cloud computing, big data and the Internet  
of Things can: 

‘

‘IT MATTERS

www.huawei.com/minisite/digital-enablement 
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UNDERSTANDING THE BARRIERS

         TO DIGITAL ENABLEMENT

6 KEY      BARRIERS

Supplementing the more than 100 interviews we did across 
the World was a quantitative assessment of the barriers at a  
country level. What is clear is that the relative importance of each 
varies a great deal between countries as well as within countries  
and even within households. The supply and use of technology 
is highly dependent on the local political, economic, social, legal, 
environmental and demographic factors. We cannot only focus  
on the availability of the connection, the affordability of the  
device, or the usability of a service. If one thing became clear 
during our research it was the nuances and complexity of closing 
the digital divide. But not only is each country different but each 

Some barriers will be more prevalent across certain population segments (lack of access will impact rural communities the  
most whilst lack of digital literacy is more likely to hold back the elderly or those with disabilities), and this will dictate which digital 
enablement activity is most urgent. Local political, economic, social, legal, environmental and demographic factors have a strong  
influence too. But whatever the activity, all digital enablement solutions need to overcome a set of common execution challenges  
for them to be truly effective and get to scale. 

Read more about all the 24 barriers to digital enablement and profiles of 8 countries online and in the full white paper:  
www.huawei.com/minisite/digital-enablement

1.  A LACk OF OR POOR qUALITY NETWORk CONNECTION

2.  A LACk OF LOCALLY RELEVANT APPLICATIONS AND SERVICES

3.  A LACk OF BUSINESS MODELS THAT INCREASE THE VALUE OF 
     BEING CONNECTED AS WELL AS REDUCE THE COSTS

4.  A LACk OF AWARENESS OF THE BENEFITS OF THE INTERNET 
     AND A GROWING FEAR OF USING THE INTERNET AND SOME 
     OF ITS APPLICATIONS

5.  SERVING THOSE WITH RESTRICTED ABILITIES AND  
     IMPAIRMENTS

6.  DIGITAL LITERACY

consumer and each enterprise is different so we must seek a 
deeper understanding of the barriers to digital enablement. 

There are four key aspects to digital enablement: availability, 
affordability, appetite and ability and there are two sub-aspects  
to each.  We reviewed each of these barriers across the physical 
network connection (the network connection level), the device 
that connects to the network (the device level), and the  
applications and services that are provided on or through the 
cloud (the cloud applications level), providing an assessment of all 
24 specific barriers. Here we summarize the 6 key barriers.  

www.huawei.com/minisite/digital
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GETTING TO

SCALE
Fundamentally this comes down to business models. In  

theory, every digital enablement solution should have a  
business model that makes provision for covering program  
costs, but GSMA currently reports that 42% of the mobile  
development services it tracks rely on charitable funding  
(though this is an improvement on the 74% pre-2009) and  
their survey of 61 telecom operators in 2014 found that 57% 
agreed that a lack of correct business models was the biggest  
barrier to services. 12 Business models should generate  
long-term value, and value shouldn’t be viewed only in a  
pure financial sense, but also in terms of tangible and intangible 
benefits generated for all stakeholders. Too often, solutions  
are failing not because they are not tackling the relevant barriers, 
but because they do not address these execution challenges:

1.  They neeD To Be rePliCaBle anD SCalaBle:  
Inability to move beyond a pilot has been the rule, not the excep-
tion. It’s not clear if some initiatives were ever designed to scale 
up. Unsustainable pilots may achieve some impact during their 
limited implementation, but they are often unable to influence 
broader thinking by demonstrating successful approaches, and 
certainly a lack of peer communication and consideration of 
similar initiatives is causing duplication and wastage of effort and 
resources in our view.

2.  They neeD To Deliver meaSuraBle reSulTS To  
Be SuSTainaBle:  
Sustainability (e.g. self-sufficiency) should be a minimum  
aim of digital enablement solutions, let alone generating a  
surplus that can be used to maintain, improve or scale-up  
services. Sustainability requires some demonstrable proof  
of success. In its most primitive form, if a product sells,  
that shows its value to the buyer. It is the best form of  
feedback from the market. But even if a digital enablement  
solution offers free goods or services, some proof of success  
is required. Success means different things to different people  
in a local context, but there has to be a means to measure it.  
In practice, however, this isn’t happening. Proof of success  
is not the same as proof of use.

3. They neeD To leverage STraTegiC ParTnerShiPS:  
On-the-ground partnerships are critical to implement digital  
solutions that have greater local resonance, can reach those  
in need, and are sustainable. We found three main issues:  
that very few such partnerships happen, the partnerships are  
not balanced, and many solutions are not compatible with  
the wider ecosystem.

 

‘ ‘The problem is that while the  
[mobile for development] sector has  

enjoyed continued growth in the number 
of services over the last 5-7 years,  

scaling up services still proves to be  
a challenge andsustainable business 

models continue to be elusive. 
  

 Scaling Mobile for Development, GSMA, 2013
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FROM IDEATION TO COMMERCIALIZATION

As these three execution challenges indicate, many digital  
enablement projects appear successful in prototype but stumble  
at scale. To overcome these challenges, and solve the six key  
barriers to digital enablement, what’s needed is a commercialized 
approach to digital enablement. From a digital enablement  
perspective, commercialization is not only about having grand  
ambitions, but also a sustainable business model that creates  
value. Not least, commercialization means having a clear  
understanding of the value chain and its many permutations in  
the execution of digital enablement activities. To act on these 

commercialization imperatives and create solutions that can 
scale-up, tools and techniques proven in the commercial world 
can and should be transplanted. Today, digital enablement efforts 
are skewed towards ideation and prototyping. Launch and scale 
garner less attention, while day-to-day management and end-of-
life issues are rarely considered from the planning stage. 

Find tools to help develop business models, clarify your value, 
develop partnerships across your value chain at:  
www.huawei.com/minisite/digital-enablement

www.huawei.com/minisite/digital
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iDeaTion: in huawei’s experience, the process of ideation  
is collaborative, and the product of many conversations  
with many stakeholders. it’s critical to maintain dialogue  
with various interest groups, and particularly customers  
in order to stimulate, prioritize and refine ideas.

1. aSk The righT queSTionS of your fronT-line  
anD of The DaTa:  
Identify, capture and analyze data from existing or related  
solutions, and from the market. Asking the right questions  
means getting to the root of a problem through multiple uses  
of “why”; it also means identifying possible solutions using  
the phrase “what if”.

2.  make inTernal eDuCaTion viral:  
Internally some may be skeptical or unclear of a business case  
for digital enablement solutions. Use on-the-ground workshops, 
internal social media campaigns, as well as internal instant  
messaging and social network systems to build traction and  
keep people informed and engaged.

3.  UNDERSTAND ExISTING SOLUTIONS AND STANDARDS: 
Avoid the risk of duplication and wastage by reaching out  
to customers, government and industry groups for guidance, 
reusable knowledge, and tools.

4.  IDENTIFY YOUR INNOVATION OR UNIqUE SELLING POINT 
(USP) AND THE ROLE OF ICT: 
Be clear what you will do that is different to what is already  
happening and why you will succeed; or be clear what you  
will build on that already works. Be clear on why you are using  
ICT in the solution, and how; don’t just use ICT for the sake  
of it, and don’t neglect the non-ICT aspects of a solution  
otherwise the whole solution may not be sustainable.

5.  Work ouT The iCT4D BuSineSS moDel:  
ICT4D models have some unique aspects– and huge potential  
to achieve scale. Unique aspects include the ability to generate,  
analyse and sell data, pay for services digitally and distribute  
services through powerful channels such as telecom operators -  
either through their physical networks or their retail sales networks 
(see tool 1 for ideas on generating a business model). The ICT 
industry is easily able to utilize business models such as freemium,  
advertising funded, cross-selling and upselling, or high-volume 

and low-margins, some of which might be relevant for your 
solution. Meanwhile the telecom operators are relentlessly 
seeking solutions to lower churn, increase loyalty, and provide 
more value-added services to users.

6.  iDenTify STraTegiC ParTnerS:  
Too many ICT4D solutions only focus on the customer-facing 
software, and neglect to think through the wider value chain and 
ecosystem. Some partners are indispensable to give approval for 
distribution, credibility to the solution, and for their stakeholder 
reach; governments and telecom operators are good examples  
of power partners.  

ProToTyPe anD PiloT: The purpose of a pilot is not just to 
test the solution, but to also test the solution’s business model: 
such as the route to market, the pricing strategy, the partner-
ships, and the solution quality.

7.  leverage The ClouD anD iTS ServiCeS: 
The cloud’s operational and commercial model exemplifies the 
commercialization that is mandatory for ICT4D success: Services 
that can be easily updated, on demand, frequently, remotely and 
cheaply, with customization easily implemented for different users 
based on their profiles and locations.

8.  SeT anD moniTor quanTifiaBle meTriCS: 
Write a brief for the pilot, not just the long-term initiative,  
and establish objectives for each. It’s eminently logical to use  
ICT to implement and measure ICT4D programs, such as  
gathering real-time data from mobile devices, to simple user  
behavior surveys online and to analyze data using the cloud’s  
computational power.

9.  learn To fail faST anD PivoT:  
If the business model isn’t quite right, tweak it. ICT is interactive, 
allowing direct interactions and feedback with users a well as 
rapid iterative improvements through what’s known as A/B  
testing (providing some users with a slightly different version  
of the product and using feedback to select the best one).

10.  finD anD exPloiT The value:  
Understand where you are providing value and how you can  
provide more value more efficiently to more people. Are there 
forms of value like data, adverts or complementary products that
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you can monetize. The best companies work out how to get  
commission, up-sell or cross-sell services and increase revenue. 
Why can’t digital enablement solutions be the same?

11.  analyze anD Share evaluaTionS:  
A joy of ICT is the ability to easily generate and analyze data.  
What were the key strengths and weaknesses? 

launCh anD SCale: We like scale; that’s because a  
proven product at scale becomes increasingly cheaper  
to produce (and provide) while it expands its customer  
base at ever higher speed.

12.  uSe a PerSonal TouCh in orDer To BuilD TruST 
offline aS Well aS online: 
Use local partners to sell into local communities. There is  
no substitute for feet on the street if you want to build trust  
and boost take-up in a local community. Partner strategically  
with NGOs, local social enterprises and academic institutions  
that may possess a stronger brand cachet, field presence and  
trust than you—and working with them may be faster and  
a better route to scale than seeking to do this alone.

13.  make ThingS valuaBle, WheTher They are free  
or noT:  
Focus on value creation, not only price or cost. While the  
beneficiaries of digital enablement may be on a low income,  
this doesn’t mean that services should necessarily be free.  
Indeed, demanding some form of payment or contribution  
(such as of time, or a deposit) to use a service only underscores 
that value is being supplied. Even if something is free (paid for  
by a government or third party, for example), there must be a 
business model behind it with the payer receiving value, not  
just providing donations, so that it is likely they will continue  
to pay for it and it can be sustainable.

14.  STraTegiCally ParTner To SCale:  
It takes time to build up a brand, sales force, or even local  
employee base in a new market. Find partners with these assets 
already that you can leverage to speed up growth and reduce  
risk. Will you want to put boots on the ground, develop a  
joint venture, license your solution, create an alliance of local  
implementation partners, try to reach customers directly through 
the internet, or find another method that works to scale up? 

15.  ProDuCTize WiTh flexiBiliTy:  
Countries, cultures, languages, ethnicities; all are different and 
scaling requires adapting your software and hardware to local 
needs. Understand and adapt to those needs but don’t lose  
sight of the need to productize to be efficient. Personalization  
can be crucial in building customer loyalty and can be achieved  
at low cost with modern data collection and analysis tools  
coupled with appropriate algorithms and machine learning.

16.  iDenTify Corollary BenefiTS: 
When there are multiple beneficiaries and multiple benefits,  
digital enablement programs really take off. Both hard and  
soft benefits should be evaluated in order to quantify potential 
value to be generated over the long term.

manage anD reTire: over time, technology infrastructure  
and software needs maintenance, upgrade and occasional  
replacement—moving to a service or leasing model rather 
than a product or sales model can help better manage costs, 
customer relationships, and environmental impacts.

17.  Plan for lifeCyCle managemenT from  
The Beginning:  
Huawei is an advocate for cloud services; assuming users can 
access their data or applications when they need to, they enable 
much faster and cheaper upgrading of software as well as  
monitoring of usage. So, we recommend hosting solutions  
online. Also consider building in upgrades, insurance, guarantees 
or service contracts from the beginning to improve product  
and service maintenance whilst also maintaining customer  
relationships and improving customer satisfaction.

18.  BuilD a SuSTainaBle eCoSySTem: 
Not only can a support ecosystem double as a sales channel, it 
helps customers use the solution appropriately to get maximum 
impact, can obtain useful information for future solutions, and 
helps set-up future sales.

19.  PrePare for The nexT PivoT:  
Use these analytics to assess if goals are still being met, or if  
it’s time for a change. Share your experiences and be on the  
lookout for the next opportunity. Proactively plan your pivot  
into a new community or extension of services.
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 CONCLUSION

We face a stark choice. Enabled by technology, disadvantaged  
groups can radically improve their lives and contribute to a better 
society. Or, unable to benefit from technology, these groups 
become more economically and socially disadvantaged, increasing 
social inequality and turmoil. Precisely because the digital divide  
is deepening between the digitally enabled and the digitally  
excluded, it’s never been more urgent to provide digital enablement.  
The power of digital technologies to transform the lives of people 
and communities is now so great that governments, regulators, 
the technology industry and business leaders need to work 
together to break the barriers causing the digital divide and meet 
the challenges of scale, value and building working partnerships. 

 

DiviDeS are geTTing DeePer. 
Powerful new technologies have the potential to create  
unprecedented digital divides almost overnight creating  
even greater separation between those with and without  
access or the skills to exploit them.

BuSineSS moDelS ThaT CreaTe value are CriTiCal,  
even if WhaT’S on offer iS ‘free’. 
Poor and disadvantaged groups often targeted for digital  
enablement should be treated like any customer. They need  
to be convinced that they can benefit in order to “invest”  
in a digital enablement solution, whether it actually costs  
them money or not.

iT’S Time To ShifT from iDeaTion To  
a foCuS on SCaling-uP. 
Digital enablement solutions need to run on market principles. 
They must be built for scale and industrialization.

everyone WinS When value iS DelivereD, BuT The  
unDerSTanDing of value alSo neeDS To Change. 
Better outcomes result when everyone has something to gain 
from digital enablement, but gain is not only about short-term 
raw financial returns, it’s about delivering benefits across people 
and communities and recognizing how connectivity can reduce 
other costs, prevent future problems, enable valuable services  
to users and generate new forms of value.
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aBouT The full rePorT
This report is the result of many conversations and ideas, and 
it reflects many different opinions. It discusses Huawei’s global 
experiences and the views of more than 150 thought leaders who 
shared their insights during an extensive program of interviews, 
surveys and seminars conducted around the world. The full report 
is includes further detail on:

• Why digital enablement is a worthy goal and the urgency of 
bridging the digital divide.

• The key barriers to achieving digital enablement.

• The main challenges to executing successful digital enablement 
solutions.

• Which strategies work and what pitfalls to avoid with tools to 
help you develop your ICT4D business model, develop your ICT4D 
value chain, and identify the value in your ICT4D solution.

Throughout we provide example of interesting solutions around 
the world, and in the appendices we provide more findings from 
our research into the barriers, trends as well as the country-specif-
ic situations. We also list those who contributed to our research.

Download it at www.huawei.com/minisite/digital-enablement

www.huawei.com/minisite/digital

