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Shifting from “digital by default” to “inclusion 
by design” 

In September 2022, UN DESA released the UN 

E-Government Survey, which revealed that countries 

with higher e-government capacity tend to have 

greater gender equality. However, the survey found 

that there are relatively few countries offering 

online services of particular benefit to women. For 

example, only 45 out of 193 countries surveyed 

allow users to apply online for maternal or new born 

child benefits. The report also found a persistent 

gender digital gap, with women being 30 to 50 

per cent less likely than men to use the Internet to 

participate in public life while also being less likely 

to own a smartphone. This impacts women’s online 

representation, access, perspectives and knowledge 

creation. It may also result in the unintentional 

exclusion of women and girls from public services, 

with women less visible in datasets, algorithms, and 

the machine learning that takes place in the digital 

transformation of the public sector. The report 

recommends that leaving no one behind becomes the 

operational principle guiding policy development and 

digital transformation. At the policy and regulatory 

level, Governments should adopt “inclusion by 

design” or “inclusion first” strategies in the delivery 

of public services, rather than “digital by default” 

strategies common in some countries.  

The same survey has also shown that while digital 

development is accelerating in both developed and 

developing countries, the path to digital inclusion 

and sustainable development remains fraught, 

especially in Africa and among countries in special 

situations. Progress in bridging the digital divide 

through e-government development varies by 

regions. In Africa, only 4 of the region’s 54 countries 
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