1. INTRODUCTION

Digital transformation is increasingly being recognized as
a game changer that can accelerate the achievement of a
more inclusive economic development, social equity, and en-
vironmental sustainability worldwide. At the same time, the
current analysis also highlights that digital transformation
can widen the development gaps, creating socio-economic
inequalities and causing environmental degradation and bi-
odiversity losses.! As communities look towards 2040 and
beyond, there is once-a-generation opportunity to steer this
transformation right to ensure that it translates into shared
economic and social prosperity for all and help accelerate
progress towards sustainable development.

The global community is at a crossroads; critical decisions on
what trajectories to take to shape digitalization’s future role in
sustainable development could risk developing countries lag-
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The present policy brief identifes how digital technologies
can help countries address disparities across various sectors
such as education, agriculture, manufacturing, services, f-
nance, healthcare, jobs, social protection, environmental and
climate change, and governance. Recent research underlines
that the digitalization, including the development and deploy-
ment of artifcial intelligence (Al), can foster inclusivity and
equity through education and skill development, healthcare
accessibility, equipping farmers and fshermen with digital
solutions, overcoming language barriers, women’s economic
empowerment and governance, improved disaster manage-
ment and multi-stakeholder engagement.® However, it can
also pose unintended socio-economic and security chal-
lenges. The policy brief aims to explore how digital transfor-
mation can be a catalyst for social inclusion for all by 2040.

2. CURRENT CONTEXT

One of the biggest hurdles with the digital transformation is the
existence of digital divide between developed and developing
countries and their capability to harness digital technologies
to realize sustainable digital transformation and connectivity,
especially in least developed countries (LDCs), landlocked de-
veloping countries (LLDCs) and small island developing States
(SIDS). Today, 63 per cent of the global population are inter-
net users but only 27 per cent of the population in the least de-
veloped countries are connected. It is therefore critical to take
into account the digital readiness of countries when looking to
the question of digital transformation and social inclusion.

The digital transformation is happening rapidly. We need
to understand what are the technological scenarios that
can help developing countries leverage innovation and digi-
tal tools securing inclusive future. The question of urban-ru-
ral, generational, accessibility, affordability and gender divide
are also becoming more urgent, so there is a need to ensure
equal opportunities regardless of the geography. Govern-
ance, economy and society form the three key pillars of digi-
tal transformation.

2 ADIGITAL TRANSFORMATION TO SECURE SOCIAL INCLUSION FOR ALL. STRATEGIC FORESIGHT AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS


/sites/un2.un.org/files/ai_advisory_body_interim_report.pdf
https://publicadministration.un.org/egovkb/en-us/Reports/UN-E-Government-Survey-2022

Achieving universal and meaningful digital connectivity in the decade of action

Achieving universal and meaningful
digital connectivity — the possibility
for everyone to enjoy a safe,
satisfying, enriching, productive
and affordable online experience —
is key for enabling digital
transformation and meeting the
Sustainable Development Goals.

As part of the implementation

of the UN Secretary-General’s
Roadmap for Digital Cooperation,
the International Telecommunication
Union and the Office of the

UN Secretary-General’s Envoy on
Technology have established a set
of aspirational targets for 2030

to help prioritize interventions,
monitor progress, evaluate policy
effectiveness, and galvanize efforts
around achieving universal and
meaningful connectivity by the

end of the decade.

More information:
www.itu.int/umc2030

Universality targets

100 %

of population aged 15+ uses the Internet

of households have Internet access

of businesses use the Internet

of schools are connected to the Internet

of population is covered by a mobile
network of the latest technology*

of population aged 15+ owns a mobile phone

>70 %

of population aged 15+ has basic digital skills

>50 %

of population aged 15+ has intermediate
digital skills

Gender
parity

is achieved for Internet use, mobile phone
ownership and use, and digital skills?

Technology targets

100 %
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10 Mb/s or faster®

20 Mb/s

Minimum download speed at every school

50 kb/s
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out of the 46 least developed countries (LDCs) met the 2 per
cent target: Angola, Bangladesh, Bhutan, and Lao P.D.R.® In
addition, there are challenges linked with the quality and re-
silience of the underlying network. Universal and meaningful
connectivity is critical to drive digital transformation.

BOX 2.2
Mongolia’s journey to inclusive digital transformation in
government services

Mongolia, a landlocked developing county with population of
3.5 million and 1,564,116 km2 of land area, is the second least
densely populated country in the world after Greenland. Having
an extremely low population density and being sparsely popu-
lated with nomadic culture, Mongolia faces specifc challeng-
es in digital transformation, including limited connectivity in re-
mote areas, unavailability of digital services and citizen’s lack of
digital literacy. The Government of Mongolia has proactively de-
ployed digital technologies to overcome such digitalization chal-
lenges. To address connectivity issues in remote areas, the Gov-
ernment cooperates with Starlink for satellite Internet services.

To eliminate a need for citizens to physically visit government
ofces, the Government started eMongolia®, an online platform
for processing government administrative services for citizens.
The platform is continuously upgraded, offering over 1,400 ser-
vices from 81 different government organizations to approxi-
mately 1.6 million users as of 2024. The Government launched
version 4.0 in 2024, deploying artifcial intelligence to better an-
alyze citizen's usage behavior for service improvement by the
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https://eur-lex.europa.eu/
https://egov.kz/cms/en/digital-kazakhstan
https://lex.uz/docs/5031048
http://www.portali-huquqi.tj/
http://www.portali-huquqi.tj/
https://www.economy.gov.az/en/page/yasil-iqtisadiyyat

The emphasis on twining digital transformation with green and
circular transitions is a salient feature of national development
strategies across the UNECE region, with member States fo-
cusing on Digital and Green Transformations as a cross-cutting
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https://unece.org/sustainable-energy/energy-efficiency/digitalization-energy
https://unece.org/ppp/em
https://unece.org/statistics/climate-change
https://forest-data.unece.org/
https://sitcin.org/
https://unece.org/statistics/publications/guidelines-measuring-circular-economy-part-conceptual-framework-indicators
https://unece.org/statistics/publications/guidelines-measuring-circular-economy-part-conceptual-framework-indicators
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/indicators/economic-losses-from-climate-related
https://shapingwork.mit.edu/power-and-progress/
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https://unsdg.un.org/resources/six-transitions-investment-pathways-deliver-sdgs
https://unsdg.un.org/resources/six-transitions-investment-pathways-deliver-sdgs
https://sdgs.un.org/conferences/sids2024
https://sdgs.un.org/conferences/sids2024
https://sdgs.un.org/conferences/sids2024

EU's Al Act (Regulation (EU) 2024/1689 is an important leg-
islation that aims to regulate artifcial intelligence depending
on the level of risk it poses.?”

3. POTENTIAL DRIVERS OF CHANGE
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Digital infrastructure disparities: Governments are increas-
ingly investing in digital infrastructure to support econom-
ic growth and public services, but disparities within and be-
tween countries and regions persist.

Regulatory and policy lags: Laws and policies often strug-
gle to keep up with rapid technological advancements, in-
creasing inequality with transactional corporations driving
the change.

There are some other drivers which are also being considered
in the literature.

Innovation and Legislative Models

Adoption of innovation: Advancements in science, technolo-
gy and innovation are leading to large-scale digital transfor-
mation; digital Resilience and capacity building, skill build-
ing/reskilling and efcient business models are important
for creating inclusive digital infrastructure for affordability,
accessibility and empowerment. 2°

Adoption of regulatory processes: Speed of policies and
regulations often lag behind the rapid pace of digital inno-
vation, creating a reactive governance landscape; push for
data protection and privacy laws; and new cross-border
trade, e-commerce and investment legislation.

Signals of change

In developing countries, there are several ways to identify
the inadequate nature of digitalization processes, which are
around early warnings of emerging opportunities, challenges,
and/or transformations:

human capacity in low resource and lack of synergies
across sectors,

lack of integrated approach at national level,

untapped potential of technology diffusion in growth enrich-
ing and jobs creating sectors,
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https://www.itu.int/en/mediacentre/Pages/PR-2023-12-01-IMT-2030-for-6G-mobile-technologies.aspx
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areas that could beneft include Climate-Smart Agriculture to
empower farmers and renewable energy programmes to facili-
tate energy eFcient measures. For example, Jamaica’s Climate
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For policy brief, we have developed the three scenarios.

Growth and transformation: An extrapolation of trends con-
tinues with minimal disruption, while preparing opportuni-
ties for a new paradigm.

Business-as-usual: A core guiding value or purpose organ-
izes society and governs behaviour, while preparing for une-
ven progress around regions.

Collapse: A rapid, catastrophic systems and infrastructure
break down, while accepting instability and climate fragility.

At each stage of the analysis, there exists a range of options for
gathering inputs for foresight analysis; undertaking foresight
analysis; and presenting and disseminating foresight analysis.

The group worked to better understand trends and drivers of
change as well as to develop projects of alternative future de-
velopment and analysing the relative impacts of scenarios.

The time horizon set of this foresight exercise is to 2040, which
is a medium term to ensure that at least some of the early sig-
nals and drivers of change, which we see today infuencing the
future pathways for social inclusion, will be relevant to the set
of social inclusion outcomes that we may see in 2040.

Futures Scenario Narratives

This section outlines potential future scenarios for digital
transformation for social inclusion.

Growth and transformation scenario

In this scenario, digital transformations can foster social in-
clusion. Well-designed policies, regulatory frameworks and
sustained investments in digital technologies support social
development opportunities. The growth scenario can result
from three main factors:

I. Equitable access to digital technologies

In this ideal future, effective digitalization strategies fos-
ter social inclusion. By strengthening policies to support
digital innovation, societies become more inclusive, creat-
ing opportunities to improve social services and jobs, and
overcome the tyranny of distance.

Strategies to promote digitalization enhances economic
prosperity, while improving outcomes around social devel-
opment, women's economic empowerment, and health care
services. Accessibility to digital services generates edu-
cational opportunities, with digital technologies improving
the quality of educational outcomes for students, connect-
ing geographically isolated places and vulnerable groups.
Social protection services increase with the increasing ac-
cessibility to digital services through improvements in in-
frastructure development. The broadband networks and
ubiquitous connectivity together with other emerging tech-
nologies can improve economic output and minimize dis-
parities across the national and subnational levels.

Similarly, efforts are made to reduce cost of digital services
including internet connectivity. In developing countries, with
the adequate investment of governments in close coordina-
tion with the private sectors, consumers enjoy lower costs of
internet service plans as well as enhanced quality of services.

. Increase in social development opportunities

Social inclusion increases across the continents, other vul-
nerable groups, and across LDCs, LLDCs and SIDS. There
are clear opportunities around digital innovation, espe-
cially for Al, to enable special group of countries to improve
their social development, tourism and social services. Low
skilled workers can beneft from reskilling. Through digital-
ization, labour market policies can continue to play a cata-
lyst role to improve job opportunities. With the digital mar-
ketplace and e-commerce platforms are key factors to
support MSMEs and strengthened productivity growth dur-
ing the time of work-from-home modality.

Digital applications are also improving access to online ac-
ademic resources and learning materials. Especially since
the pandemic, e-learning platforms and virtual classrooms
from leading universities have paved the way to access to

10  ADIGITAL TRANSFORMATION TO SECURE SOCIAL INCLUSION FOR ALL. STRATEGIC FORESIGHT AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS



Business-as-usual scenario

In this case, the net impact of digital transformation on so-
cial inclusion is neither positive nor negative. Despite the
positive contribution of digital technologies to social inclu-
sion, the increasing digital divide offsets the benefts of digi-
tal transformation for social inclusion, so the result is broadly
neutral. Whether digital transformations help or hinder social
inclusion has been a subject of research. But the extent to
which digital transformation contributes to social inclusion
will clearly depend on a country’s technological capacity, in-
dustrial structure, fnancing and deliberate policy and regula-
tory measures.

I. Uneven access to digital technologies

There has been uneven progress in the broadband net-
works and mobile connectivity across the national and
subnational levels. 90% of the world population is covered
by at least LTE/WiMax. The investment in 5G network has
been slower than expected, while fnancing strategies has
not scaled up the required demand.

Il. Limited improvement in social development opportunities

The existence of digital marketplace and e-commerce
platforms have not reached everyone, everywhere. The
strategies have also not been able to adequately support
MSMEs to advance their economic opportunities, while
vulnerable groups receive limited access to digital ser-
vices, while opportunities to engage in these economies
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Financing infrastructure and network: Invest in climate resil-
ient digital infrastructure and networking systems, focusing
on efcient resource utilisation, transitioning to renewable
energy, connectivity systems. Utilize the co-deployment of f-
bre-optic cables along linear infrastructures such as power
grids, highways, and railways. This integrated approach is
not only cost-effective but also crucial for the transport, en-
ergy and digital systems that support smart infrastructure.
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