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Accomplishing the Sustainable Development Goals require multi-stakeholder
collaborations, which are built upon co-creative and inclusive relationships (SDG Report,
2021). Whilst being shortlisted as “partnerships for the goals”, SDG 17 aims at promoting
partnerships for any purpose related to sustainable development. Thus, SDG 17 plays a vital
role within the 2030 Agenda. Partnerships can take form in a number of ways, an important
one being foreign direct investments (FDI) into developing countries. While development
assistance overall increased during the pandemic, FDI has decreased by 40%, emphasizing
the current need for legitimate collaboration of different stakeholders in achieving
sustainable development targets (SDG Report, 2021). National economies to a large extent
depend upon international trade. For developing countries, in addition to trade, partnerships
are essential as they provide access to established knowledge, experience and technology.
This poster explores the wickedness of establishing digital connectivity, trends within the
field, corporate solutions, frontrunner examples and an evalution within the societal
triangulation framework.
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The severeness of the described wicked problem is recognized and addressed by a variety of public and private organisations over the
world. As no internet access can be caused by a variety of reasons, as explained in the introduction, are organisations addressing this
issue in a variety of ways. Regardless, partnerships seem essential to solve the root problems of the lack of internet access . All the
different actors and elements seem interconnected and interdependent. In the following paragraphs, there will be elaborated on the
most eye-catching organisations that are trying to solve this problem through forming partnerships.

Assessment process
First, every team member assessed the
degree of wickedness themselves. In
doing so, using a milder version of ‘the
wisdom of the crowds.’ Then, a discussion
followed. Both have improved the
interrater reliability (Van Tulder, 2018a).

Levels of complexity and wickedness (scoreboard #1)

Level 4 
least direct

commitment of
actors to take
responsibility

The problem
A problem related to SDG 17 concerns the issue of data.
Today’s world is rapidly digitalizing. Thereby, increasing
the importance of the governance, facilitation and
transmission of data. Whether being civilians,
governments or organisations, access to reliable internet
connectivity for various stakeholders significantly
increases efficiency of operations and accelerates the
process to various development goals (SDG Report, 2021).
New adoptions may include digital financial transactions
and banking systems, e-commerce, online healthcare
management, data storage, and remote learning.
Nevertheless, there is a highly uneven state of play in the
data-driven economy and society between, and within
countries (Digital Economy Report, UN, 2021), as can be
seen in the top-right figure.  Furthermore, half of the
world’s population cannot even connect to the Internet
(United Nations, 2018).

Experts find that “the cost of internet access and
internet-connected devices, and the lack of related skills,
are the highest barriers to access.” (SDG Report, 2021, p.
61). Another emerging problem is internet shutdowns of
governments (Access Now, 2021). The issue of data
could benefit from powerful effective partnerships,
because partnerships can create synergies that reduce
implementation and development costs through for
instance economies of knowledge sharing.

With the help of a wickedness analysis (Van Tulder, 2081a), the problem of data constitutes a wicked problem. As
the depicted wickedness table shows, the structural, generative and societal complexity scored high. Facilitating
infrastructure needed for data is cross-border, and requires mainly governments and companies to work together
to provide communities data access. Its effects, on the other hand, will create value in the micro, meso and macro
level. Notwithstanding, building relevant communication technologies is challenging due to, for example, sufficient
funding (UN CTAD, 2017) the multidimensional character of data (Digital Economy Report, 2021) or the level of
education (International Telecommunication Union, 2020).
The dynamic and communicative complexity hover between four and five. The COVID-19 pandemic demonstrated
that many people increasingly rely on the Internet for their daily activities (e.g., socializing, working or taking online
classes) (Digital Economy Report, 2021). Moreover, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR)
has found that accessible and affordable Internet can be a tool for self-reliance and societal development
(International Telecommunication Union, 2020). All in all, the information regarding this issue hence is to a certain
degree clear. However, how someone could access this information without the necessary data remains
questionable. The same goes for how remote communities would react to modernizing their society.

Frontrunners

Loon is developed by X, that is the moonshot factory of Google’s
parent company, Alphabet. Loon is a radical approach to
expanding internet connectivity. Instead of trying to extend the
internet with traditional ground-based infrastructure like cell
phone towers, Loon developed a network of balloons. Loon's
balloons traveled along the edge of space to expand internet
connectivity to rural areas, fill coverage gaps, and improve
network resilience in the event of disaster. For instance, in 2017
when flooding in Peru and a major hurricane in Puerto Rico
knocked out critical ground infrastructure, the Loon team
navigated balloons to the disaster regions and provided
emergency connectivity to hundreds of thousands of people.

Corporate solutions

Loon by X The Aquilla project of Facebook
Helping people who do not have access to the mobile broadband
network connect is the original goal of Facebook. New forms of
technology should let the world benefit from all the aspects digital
connectivity has to offer. Aquila, ‘a fleet of solar-powered aircraft’, is one
of those pioneering developments which was constructed. These planes
should provide internet access to remote areas via laser. Several test
flights and further experiments with the interconnected systems of the
plane were conducted, but unfortunately, Facebook decided to stop
facilitating this program as they suffered multiple setbacks.
Instead, they started focusing on other projects such as advancing the
‘high altitude platform stations’, similar to Aquilla, in partnership with
Airbus. However, Facebook came to the realization that the gap between
a social network, Facebook, and a leading company within the aerospace
industry is significant. Therefore, Facebook will continue partnering up
and work on HAPS connectivity for example.

Tech companies such as Google and Facebook want internet access in all geographic areas of the world by 2069. Whilst being framed as
a tool of societal development, tech companies may have a primary focus on profit generation. “The implications associated with
connecting the next 50% of the world is one of the most economically exciting opportunities we may see this century.” (Terry, 2019).

AccessNow is an organization that defends and extends the digital rights of users at risk around the world and it is among others addressing the rise
of internet shutdowns. A striking example is the 2009 election in Iran, the governments were blocking internet access, censoring content, and
undermining its opponents’ online security. To solve this problem, AccessNow brought together a coalition of partners to launch the #KeepItOn
campaign in 2016. The #TheKeepItOn campaign is now a global movement of more than 200 organisations across 70 countries working together to
fight the rising existence of internet shutdowns. They are doing so by using all kinds of approaches, including grassroots advocacy, direct policy-
maker engagement, technical support, and legal intervention (Access Now, 2021).
Strength:
The strengths of this frontrunner organisation is the collaborative character. AccessNow is providing funding to grassroots organizations and
activist groups that are working with users and communities most at risk of digital rights violations. Moreover, they offer a systemic approach to
solve these issues by approaching intersectional collaborations. They understand that the issue that they are addressing has a systematic nature.
Therefore, they are involving experts of a variety of sectors in their project (Van Tulder, 2018a)
Weakness:
This project fails to address the root cause of the problem, namely that governments can shut down their population from the internet. Access Now
could instead start taking action to prevent governments from doing this (Kennedy, 2021)

AccessNow: Solving internet shutdowns of Governments

In comparison to the other sectors, the state scores poorly and is noticeably
inactive. There is a systemic state failure. This is due to a number of reasons.
Firstly, governments in LDCs often face political instabilities and do not have
similar priorities as developed countries (where networks are established).
Also, there currently is a lack of regulation and incentive of the governments in
LDCs to foster network developments (SDG Report, 2021). They do often offer
subsidies or attractive financial structures for civilians (e.g., subsidy on
handsets in Cambodia) (ITU Development, 2018). These subsidies do also have
harmful adverse effects. For instance, subsidized products are still not
affordable for everyone. The SDG Report (2021) mentions that unequal access
to internet services/products further enhance gender, income and educational
disparities. Governments remain inactive as they need to outsource network
developments to the market, yet they do need to provide security on
infrastructural developments and signal that network developments are
feasible and lucrative.

State

Market
Although companies actively invest in innovative technologies, they on the
other hand cannot be sufficiently scaled, like X’s balloon technology. Moreover,
the ‘first mover advantage’ of being able to facilitate the use of data can result in
a monopoly position, which is a form of market failure (van Tulder, 2018a).
However, this does provide an incentive to innovate products, making the
market an active stakeholder in societal triangulation. When working on
innovations, the market increases the chance of creating positive externalities,
which in this case could be the benefits of digital connection. Lastly, data also
concerns issues of privacy (Digital Economy Report UN, 2021). Yet, abuse of
data has been a recurring problem with data providers, for example the
Cambridge Analytica scandal of Facebook (Cadwalladar and Graham-Harrison,
2018). This example underlines the violation of human rights, which can be
argued as negative externalities, that can be the result of providing data.

Civic society
Of all sectors, the community appears the most resilient. Mainly scoring high in
level 2, they try to establish partnerships between both state and market and
hence strive to reduce negative externalities. Civil communities find themselves
in a peculiar situation in the societal triangle. They are eager to make use of
network services, yet lack the power and resources to create the necessary
developments. They react to changes of the problem and therefore also depend
on changes initiated by the state and the market (ITU Development, 2018).
Communities are not only reactive to network developments, but also to each
other. They score high on criterias about mutually supporting each other (e.g.
teaching family members how to use the internet). Their reactivity could be
utilized as a tool to accelerate developments, however, as they are distanced
from the developments (i.e. they function as end-users) their degree of
influence remains limited.

Trend analysis

Since 2018 half the global population has access to the internet. According to ITU
(2018) 51.8% of the world currently has access to internet connections. There is
still a big difference between the growth of developed and developing countries.
Slow and consistent growth in developed countries has grown from 51.3% (2005)
to 80.9% (2018), whilst developing countries have only experienced growth in
internet usage from 7.7% to 45.3%, respectively.

There have been lucrative (and creative) solutions to bridge the gap between
internet access disparities in developing countries. India has set up “internet
kiosks” in rural areas to increase accessibility (communal access rather than
individual access). The services of the kiosk are tailored specifically to the needs
of rural areas. The kiosks provide access to services such as land records,
governmental services, health forms, education, and agricultural information.
(Lally, 2018)

A lack of connectivity has been found to play an important role in other social and
economic issues. According to a research study conducted by Pew Research
Center (2021), Black and Hispanic people are 25% less likely to own a laptop than
white people. Also, they are 13% and 18%, respectively, less likely to have a home
broadband connection.

Level 1 - Intra-sectoral

The state sector would
benefit most from
intra-sectoral
partnerships.
Governments of
developing countries
can, by recognizing the
opportunities of data
and through policy
making, ensure that
they are not only sites
of data collection but
also capture value
from data (Digital
Economy Report UN,
2021).

Level 2 & 3 - Bipartite

Bi-sectoral partnerships
between state and market
can result in subsidies that
incentivize companies to
research and experiment
with data projects. It can
also provide necessary
funding for realizing
promising technologies. The
state acts as a frontrunner
to the market, as they need
to establish fundamental
regulations, guidelines,
requirements and part of
the vision. The market
needs to act upon their
decisions, and provide
insights in the preparation-
phase and along the way.

Level 4 - Tripartite

Effectively addressing the
issue at hand, however,
requires all three sectors to
collaborate in order to make
collective action possible.
Each sector should take up
and share responsibility (van
Tulder, 2081a). For example,
policy making of
governments can steer
company decisions towards
digital innovation. In turn,
communities can promote
(and adopt) newly
introduced services by being
mutually supportive. The
outcomes and pace of
developments improve as the
three parties partner,
offering new opportunities
respectively.

The World Bank Group is a frontrunner in solving the problem of internet connectivity. It
provides an extensive range of services and solutions to make sure all countries can exploit the
power of digital development. These services range from improving the digital infrastructure to
improving the digital literacy and skills and are all based on desk research of the relevant
countries. To provide this wide range of services they include experts of a variety of fields,
including finance, private sector development, education, labor etc. in their projects.
Furthermore, the activities of World Bank Group involve strong collaborations between the
public and private, as it is based on an ecosystem approach for digital transformation (World
Bank Group, 2021).
By using this approach the World Bank has initiated a number of projects all over the world that
are focused on creating partnerships. One major project of the World Bank which is focused on
partnerships is the created Digital development partnership (DDP) platform. This is a platform
for digital innovation and development finance that brings together public and private sector
partners to stimulate the creation and implementation of digital development strategies, and to
facilitate global knowledge exchange on digital development. Besides the DDP platform, the
World Bank also enhances internet accessibility by supporting the African Union’s efforts
toward the digital transformation of the continent and the MENATECH initiatives that focus on
creating widespread affordable and good quality access to broadband.
Strengths:
- The ecosystem approach of the World Bank will lead to more sustainable solutions. The World
Bank is not only cooperating with public and private countries all over the world, but also
involving experts of different fields in their efforts to increase access to the internet. As a result
of this systematic approach, the World Bank will be able to identify the interconnections that
are relevant to this problem and therefore, create more sustainable solutions.
- They do not only focus on making the internet affordable and accessible, they also focus on
improving the digital literacy and skills of the communities.
Weaknesses
-The World Bank is not directly impacting access to the internet across the world, as it has
chosen a more facilitating and advocating role to increase the accessibility and affordability of
internet access. Therefore, their impact will be highly dependent on the performance and
benevolence of partners.

World Bank Group
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