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Summary

Digital inclusion is becoming increasingly important for accessing services, information, and
economic opportunifies. Digital inclusion refers to efforts to ensure that everyone, including
disadvantaged groups, can access and effectively use information and communication
technologies (ICTs) (National Digital Initiative Alliance, 2024). United Nations (2015)
Sustainable Development Goal 9 underscores the importance of this agenda, urging
countries to significantly increase access to ICTs and strive to provide universal, affordable
Internet access by 2030. Research shows that a digitally inclusive society is vital for economic
and workforce development, civic participation, education, health care, and public safety
(Broadband Commission for Sustainable Development, 2019; Institute of Museum and Library
Services, 2012).

While significant progress has been made in this regard, notably in Asia, Africa nevertheless
risks missing the 2030 target for universal and affordable Internet access (Broadband
Commission for Sustainable Development, 2019). As of 2021, only 22% of the sub-Saharan
African population was connected to the Infernet despite mobile broadband network
coverage of 83% — leaving 61% of people in the region covered by a network but unable to
use it. Affordability, literacy and digital skills are among the most frequently cited barriers for
those aware of mobile Internet but not using it (Delaporte, 2025).

Malawi has one of sub-Saharan Africa’s lowest Internet penetration rates, at 27.7%, due to
poor ICT infrastructure and high tariff charges imposed on ICT services despite 4G network
coverage. The country also reports a digital literacy rate of just 62%, with significant gender
differences and low digital skills limiting effective engagement with digital technologies,
(United Nations Development Programme, 2025).

Evidence shows that demographic and socioeconomic characteristics such as age,
education, income, geography, gender, and language shape who has digital access
(Delaporte, 2025; Munyati, 2025; Gilleard & Higgs, 2008; Paradigm Initiative, 2021).
Understanding these inequalities is crucial for designing inclusive policies that ensure no
Malawian is left offline.

This analysis of Afrobarometer survey data assesses disparities in digital access and use in
Malawi, highlighting groups most at risk of digital exclusion. Results show that access to the
Internet and Internet-enabled devices remains very limited, placing Malawi second-last
among 38 African countries in Intfernet usage. Substantial disparities persist across socio-
demographic groups: lack of access and use are more common among women, rural
residents, less educated individuals, and the poor. The gender gap in Internet use has
increased over fime, driven in part by gender differences in education and mobile-phone
ownership.
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Afrobarometer surveys

Afrobarometer is a pan-African, non-partisan survey research network that provides reliable
data on African experiences and evaluations of democracy, governance, and quality of life.
Ten survey rounds in up to 45 countries have been completed since 1999. Round 10 surveys
(2024/2025) cover 38 countries. Afrobarometer’s national partners conduct face-to-face
interviews in the language of the respondent’s choice.

The Afrobarometer team in Malawi, led by the Centre for Social Research at the University of
Malawi, interviewed a nationally representative sample of 1,200 adult Malawians in August
2024. A sample of this size yields country-level results with a margin of error of +/-3
percentage points at a 95% confidence level. Previous surveys were conducted in 1999,
2003, 2005, 2008, 2012, 2014, 2017, 2019, and 2022.

Key findings

" Mobile-phone network coverage has been consistently high in Malawi for more than
a decade. Nine out of 10 surveyed enumeration areas (?1%) have mobile-phone
services.

Mobile-phone ownership has increased steadily over the past decade; currently, two-
thirds (66%) of adult Malawians own a mobile phone.

o Mobile-phone ownership has grown among both men and women, but the
gender gap remains virfually unchanged: 74% of men own a phone, compared
to 57% of women.

o Ownership is more common among more educated individuals, urban residents,
and residents of the Northern Region compared to their various counterparts.

Access fo Internet-enabled devices remains limited. Despite modest gains in recent
years, only a quarter (25%) of adult Malawians own a smartphone, and just one in 10
households (10%) own a computer.

o Like mobile-phone ownership, smartphone and computer ownership is more
common among men, more educated individuals, urbanites, and Northern
Region residents, as well as economically better-off citizens and those whose
homes have electricity.

Internet usage is not widespread: Seven in 10 Malawians (71%) say they never use the
Internet, while only 13% say they use it daily.

o Only one in four Malawians (26%) say they use the Internet at least a few times a
month, the second-lowest rate across 38 African countries surveyed in 2024/2025.

o Disparities in Infernet usage are prominent, showing significant disadvantages for
women, less educated citizens, the poor, rural and Central Region residents, and
citizens without electricity.

o Although Internet usage has gradually increased for both men and women since
2008, the gender gap has widened over time, to 15 percentage points in 2024.

An analysis of the gender gap in Infernet usage shows that it is driven in part by
gender differences in education and mobile-phone ownership.
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Mobile-phone network coverage

Malawi has long had consistently high mobile network coverage. While network signals are
weak in many locations (Natfional Statistical Office, 2023), network fowers are widely
distributed across the country. Going back to Afrobarometer’s 2008 survey, field feams have
found mobile-phone service in at least nine out of 10 enumeration areas (EAs) they visited
(Figure 1). This indicates that access to mobile networks is nearly universal in Malawi,
reflecting substantial investment in telecommunications infrastructure over the past two
decades.

Figure 1: Mobile-phone service coverage | Malawi | 2008-2024
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Survey enumerators were asked to record: Are the following services present in the primary sampling
unit/enumeration area: Mobile phone service? (% of EAs where the response was “yes”)

Mobile-phone ownership

Figure 2 illustrates a steady increase in mobile-phone ownership in Malawi over the past
decade. The percentage of adults who personally own a mobile phone rose from 43% in
2012 to 66% in 2024. A 22-percentage-point increase among women (from 35% to 57%) was
matched by a 23-point gain among men (from 51% to 74%), leaving a 17-point gender gap -
almost identical to the 16-point gap recorded 12 years earlier.

Figure 2: Mobile-phone ownership | by gender | Malawi | 2012-2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of these things do you personally own: Mobile phone? (% "yes”)
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This pattern indicates that while Malawi has made significant strides in expanding

connectivity, further efforts will be necessary to close the gender gap and promote inclusive
participation in the digital space.

In addition to gender disparities, mobile-phone ownership also reflects other demographic
differences (Figure 3). Citizens with higher education are twice as likely to have mobile
phones as those with no formal schooling (83% vs. 41%). In urban areas, ownership stands at
80%, compared to 63% in rural areas. Ownership also varies somewhat, but not greatly, with
economic status, ranging from 62% among the poorest to 68% among the well-off. Mobile-
phone ownership is lower among older adults (53%) compared to the younger generations
(65%-68%).

Regionally, mobile-phone ownership is highest in the Northern Region (75%), followed by the
Southern (66%) and Central (63%) regions.

Figure 3: Mobile-phone ownership | by socio-demographic group | Malawi
| 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of these things do you personally own: Mobile phone¢ (% "yes”)

Internet access

While a majority of Malawians have mobile phones, access to Internet-enabled devices
remains more limited. Only one in four adults (25%) own a smartphone, and only one in 20
(8%) personally own a computer (Figure 4). (Another 5% have access to a computer owned
by someone else in the household.)

1 Afrobarometer’s Lived Poverty Index (LPI) measures respondents’ levels of material deprivation by asking how
often they or their families went without basic necessities (enough food, enough water, medical care, enough
cooking fuel, and a cash income) during the preceding year. For more on lived poverty, see Mattes and Lekalake
(2025).
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Smartphone ownership reflects the same patterns as ownership of mobile phones. It is more
common among men than women (31% vs. 19%) and increases sharply with respondents’
education level (49% among those with secondary or post-secondary education compared

to 1%-15% among less-educated citizens). It is twice as common in cities as in rural areas (47%
vs. 22%) and most frequent in the Northern Region (44%).

Smartphone ownership declines as respondents’ age rises, from 31% among youth (aged 18-
35) to 12% among senior citizens. It is more common among those whose homes have
electricity (34%) than those without (18%).2

Similarly, computer ownership is greater among the more educated (12%), the well-off (10%),
urban residents (18%), residents of the Northern Region (9%), and those with electricity (8%).

These disparities highlight significant digital divides in Malawi, where lower education levels,
rural residency, poverty, gender, and lack of electricity limit digital inclusion. They risk
widening inequalities in access to online education, job opportunities, and important news
and information, potentially perpetuating cycles of socioeconomic disadvantage.

Figure 4: Smartphone and computer ownership | by socio-demographic group
| Malawi | 2024
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Respondents were asked: Which of these things do you personally own: Computer? Mobile phone?g
[If “yes" to personally owning a mobile phone:] Does your phone have access to the Internet?

The share of adults who own a smartphone increased modestly between 2017 and 2024,
from 20% to 25% (Figure 5). Similarly, household computer ownership increased marginally

2 Respondents are deemed to have electricity if their homes have a connection to the main electricity grid or
obtain electricity from alternative sources, such as solar, generators, or batteries.
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over the same period, from 6% to 10%. These figures underscore the country’s limited progress
in access to digital devices necessary for meaningful Internet use.

Figure 5: Change in personal smartphone ownership and household computer
ownership | Malawi | 2017-2024
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Respondents were asked:
Which of these things do you personally own: Mobile phone?¢ [If “yes"”:] Does your phone have
access fo the Internete (% who say they personally own a smartphone)
Which of these things do you personally own: Computer? [If “no”]: Does anyone else in your
household own one? (% who personally own a computer or have one in the household)

Internet usage

Whether through a smartphone or a computer, Internet usage is not very common in Malawi.
Fully seven in 10 adults (71%) report that they “never” use the Internet, highlighting the limited
integration of digital technologies into daily life. Only 13% of respondents say they use the
Internet “every day,” while another 8% report using it “a few times a week” (Figure 6).

Figure é: Frequency of Internet usage | Malawi | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How often do you use the Internet?
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Among 38 African countries that Afrobarometer surveyed in 2024/2025, Malawi ranks
second-to-last in the share of adults who use the Internet at least “a few fimes a month”
(26%), trailed only by Madagascar (14%) (Figure 7). The Malawi proportion is about half the
38-country average (56%) and far behind continental leaders such as Mauritius (91%), Cabo
Verde (83%), and Morocco (82%).

Figure 7: Use the Internet at least ‘a few times a month’ (%) | 38 countries
| 2024/2025
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Respondents were asked: How often do you use the Internet? (% who say "“a few times a month,” “a
few times a week,” or “every day”)

Over time, the share of Malawians who report using the Internet at least a few times a month
has grown steadily but quite gradually, from 3% in 2008 to 26% in 2024 (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Change in Internet usage over time | Malawi | 2008-2024
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Respondents were asked: How offen do you use the Internet?
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Inequadlities in Infernet usage are stark across multiple dimensions (Figure 9). A pronounced
urban-rural divide exists, with 55% of urban residents using the Internet at least a few fimes a
month, compared to only 21% in rural areas. Socioeconomic disparities are equally evident:
Internet usage stands at 35% among well-off citizens vs. 18% among the poor, and 50%
among those with higher education vs. 1%-15% among those with primary schooling or less.

Internet usage declines as respondents’ age rises, from 32% among the youth to 9% among
seniors.

Regional variations further highlight the uneven landscape, with higher penetration in the
North (39%) than in the Southern and Central regions (28% and 20%, respectively)

Access fo electricity emerges as a crifical enabler, as Internet-enabled devices like
smartphones and computers require frequent charging; households without any source of
electricity are far less likely to sustain usage. Those who have electricity (34%) use the Internet
more frequently than those without electricity (17%).

Finally, a significant gender gap persists, with 33% of men using the Internet compared to just
18% of women.

Figure 9: Use the Internet at least ‘a few times a month’ | by socio-demographic
group | Malawi | 2024
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Respondents were asked: How offen do you use the Internet? (% who say “a few times a month,” “a
few times a week,” or "every day”)

Although usage has increased for both men and women since 2008, men remain consistently
more likely to use the Intfernet than women, and in fact the gender gap has widened over
time (Figure 10). The share of men using the Internet at least a few times a month rose from
5% in 2008 to 33% in 2024, while women's usage increased from 2% to 18% over the same
period — producing a 15-percentage-point gap.
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Figure 10: Use the Internet at least ‘a few times a month’ | by gender | Malawi
| 2008-2024
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Respondents were asked: How offen do you use the Internete (% who say “a few times a month,”
“a few times a week,” or “every day”)

What contributes to the gender gap in Internet usage in Malawi?

We examined drivers of the gender gap in Internet use by applying the Fairlie (1999, 2017)
decomposition method, a statistical technique that allows us to quantify the confributions of
various factors to different outcomes of two groups (i.e. different rates of Internet use among
women and men).

Confirming the gap in Internet usage that we saw in Figure 10 above (33% for men, 18% for
women), the decomposition shows that 44% of this gap is explained by gender differences in
observable characteristics such as education, age, and mobile-phone ownership, while the
remaining 56% is explained by factors we have not observed or measured, such as social
norms or fraditions.

The largest confributors to the explained gap are differences in mobile-phone ownership
(24.5%) and education (19%). In contrast, differences in age, poverty status, region, and rural-
urban location do not make meaningful confributions (Figure 11).

These findings indicate that men’s higher education levels, on average, substantially widen
the gender gap in Internet use. Closing educational disparities, particularly by raising
women's education levels, would therefore significantly reduce the gap. Similarly, men's
higher rates of mobile-phone ownership also increase the gap; expanding mobile-phone
ownership among women would help narrow it. Overall, the results highlight education and
mobile-phone access as the most effective levers for reducing Malawi's gender gap in
Internet usage.
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Figure 11: Drivers of gender gap in Internet usage and their individual contributions
| Malawi | 2024
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The figure shows each covariate’s confribution to the gender gap in Internet usage, defined as
Priwomen=1) — Primen=1) (with percentage contributions in parentheses). Positive values widen the
gap (make women'’s disadvantage relative to men larger); negative values narrow the gap (bring

women’'s usage closer to men’s). Contributions near the zero line are not statistically significant; greater

distance from the zero line indicates sfronger significance.

Conclusion

Digitalisation is a key driver of economic development, stimulating investment and creating
employment opportunities (World Bank, 2025). However, levels of digitalisation remain very
low in Malawi. While mobile-phone ownership has grown rapidly, only a small share of
Malawians own Internet-enabled devices such as smartphones or computers, and Internet
use is among the lowest in Africa. High poverty levels, low educational attainment, and
limited access to electricity continue to constrain both access to and use of the Internet. Th

is

underscores the importance of poverty reduction and investment in education for promoting

digital inclusion. In addition, as the World Bank (2020) emphasises, expanding access to
reliable electricity is essential for enabling digital fransformation.

Low Infernet access and usage are compounded by persistent inequalities. Notably, the
gender gap in Infernet use is substantial and has even widened over time. Evidence shows
that this gap is driven in part by gender disparities in mobile-phone ownership and
education. Thus, policies that promote women's access to mobile phones and strengthen
educational opportunities for women and girls are critical for narrowing the gender digital
divide.

Do your own analysis of Afrobarometer data — on any question,
for any country and survey round. It’s easy and free at
www.afrobarometer.org/online-data-analysis.
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