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1. Introduction

The coming decades of the 21st century are set to be hugely influenced by
advancements in digitalization and the advent of a competitive knowledge
economy. This global context requires all countries, particularly those aspiring
to maintain high levels of growth and attain development on par with the club of
wealthy nations, to fully utilize the potential of their youth.

Bangladesh is currently experiencing a period of demographic dividend that is
expected to peak within the next couple of decades. To maintain the trend of past
years’ robust economic growth, Bangladesh will need to seek viable strategies
to seize this demographic resource. Thus, all eyes are on the youth—their habits,
worldviews, strengths, and capabilities are the subject of great interest to
policymakers and development practitioners alike.

Keeping the current digital landscape in mind, the BRAC Institute of Governance
and Development (BIGD) conducted a nationwide survey titled “Digital Literacy
and Access to Public Services” from September to November 2019 in Bangladesh.
A portion of this study, based solely on rural areas, delved into the dynamics of
smartphone and internet usage of the rural Bangladeshi population. The study
chose a very particular set of respondents—the “most digitally able person,”
referred to as MDAP in short, from each household participating in the survey. Out
of the 6,500 respondents surveyed, 3,246 were aged between 18 and 35 years,
and thus can be termed as “youth” according to the Bangladesh National Youth
Policy published in 2017.

The findings that are related to this MDAP youth group are analyzed in this policy
brief, which explores how factors, including gender dimensions, economic status,
age, education, and area-specific characteristics, shape youth interaction with
internet-centred digital technology. Two factors should be kept in mind while
interpreting the results:

1. Since the sample in the study and in this brief consists of the MDAPs—
most digitally able persons in the households—it does not represent the
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general rural population, and in this case, rural youth in general. For the
same reason, the average digital literacy of the rural youth is likely to be
worse than the MDAP youth.

2. In the gender-based analysis in this brief, we compare the digital
literacy between male and female MDAPs. Since women are already
underrepresented among the MDAP youth—56% male and 44% female—
digital literacy among the rural female youth, in general, is likely to be even
worse.

Nonetheless, the insights garnered and trends captured from the analyses in this
policy brief would be useful iin navigating the digital-centric, youth-led world of
the future.
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2. Trends in Smartphone Usage

When it comes to smartphone ownership, there is a definitive gulf between youth
and older adults. Among the youth surveyed, 53% own smartphones, whereas
19% of the non-youth adult respondents—those above 35 years old—have
smartphones. This age disparity, while not a particularly surprising finding, is
accompanied by disparity among the youth living in different locales. When only
the youth are considered, the relative density of smartphone users is highest in the
Chattogram division at 70%. Dhaka and Khulna host the second and third highest
concentrations of users—64% and 60%, respectively. Usage density is lowest in
the northernmost administrative division, Rangpur, where the number of users
happens to be 31%—meaning that 69% among the sample group from the Rangpur
division do not use smartphones. The evidence suggests that the concentration of
smartphone usage varies considerably by region (Figure 2.1).
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Figure 2.1. Division-wise Smartphone Users Among the Youth
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Ontheotherhand, itis seenthatfemale-headed households have more smartphone
users (62%) than households (51%) headed by male members of the family. One
probable reason might be communication, since households with female heads
have more members living abroad than the male-headed ones.

Across different levels of household income, the percentage of users varies quite
significantly (Figure 2.2). The number of smartphone users in the BDT 30,000+
per household income cohort is nearly 86%. Among the youth with household
income less than BDT 10,000, the number of users is 38%. The majority of the
smartphone-wielding youth population belong to households earning more than
BDT 10,000 per month. Overall, the evidence suggests that income levels have
a positive correlation with the use of smartphones, probably due to their higher
procurement costs relative to basic feature phones.
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Figure 2.2. Income-wise Smartphone Users Among the Youth

The number of smartphone users also varies within occupational categories
(Figure 2.3). In the professionals, students, and unemployed categories, more
than four-fifths of the males use smartphones. For female youth, occupation-wise
percentages are quite close to each other. The overall trend demonstrates close to
half of the female youth using smartphones across most occupations. Notably, in
all categories and across both genders, smartphone users form the majority, with
a few exceptions. The youth who are engaged in agriculture are the least inclined
to use smartphones—barely 37% of the males and 20% of the females in this
category are smartphone users.

Another line of analysis—this time, considering all the female smartphone users
as a group—gives some points to be noted on their occupation. Almost four-fifths
of the 18-35-year-old female smartphone users are married. In this particular
survey, over 90% of these smartphone-wielding married women listed themselves
either as housewives or as currently without employment. It can be assumed that
these housewives primarily use smartphones for communication purposes, as
opposed to formal work-related necessities. On the other hand, for working males,
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evidence suggests that smartphones are used as a tool to execute work-related
tasks, as well as for conducting professional and personal communications.

Of the many findings of this study, one seems to have major implications regarding
the digital empowerment of women: smartphone usage is more prevalent among
males than females. Among the youth aged between 18 and 25, 63% of males
and 37% of females use smartphones. For older youth, aged between 26 and
35, smartphone use stands at 58% for males and 42% for females. We can see
that female youth are lagging behind their male counterparts, and the gap is more
extensive in the younger age segment. Exploring the dynamics of this disparity
in smartphone usage for the younger segment of women, it is worth examining
how societal gender norms play a role here. Relevant insights from a BIGD study
on adolescents may be discussed in the digital space context, whose findings
showed that gender disparity in the use of internet-enabled digital devices exists
overwhelmingly among the poorer strata of society, while no significant difference
was found among the girls and boys coming from well-off backgrounds. The higher
degrees of freedom enjoyed by boys allowed them to roam outdoors more freely,
and this enhanced mobility allowed boys to access the internet more frequently
than their female peers (Matin et al., 2021).

Despite all the evidence demonstrating this prevalent gender gap, in the current
context, some other factors need to be considered to avoid over-representing the
apparent disparity. The overall respondent population in this survey consisted of
youth considered to be in the MDAP category, which, to begin with, hosts more
males than females. Hence, this difference in smartphone ownership adds to the
skewed gender ratio in the overall respondent group.
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Figure 2.3. Occupational Categories of the Youth Smartphone Users
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3. Trends in Internet Usage

The increasing availability and affordability of handheld devices have ushered in
an era of unprecedented individual access to the World Wide Web. The expansion
of mobile operators’ networks and broadband connectivity has facilitated internet
connectivity in rural areas throughout the country. In this scenario where the youth
have the world of the internet, quite literally, at their fingertips, the spectrum of
effects mostly depends on the range of their internet usage capabilities.

3.1. Internet Usage Knowledge

Ascertaining the digital literacy of the respondent group was done in two methods.
The first involved a questionnaire survey that relied on users’ judging their own
internet usage knowledge and patterns. The second method was to assess
respondents’ online navigation capabilities through a live demonstration.

The data from the survey showed that youth users’ self-reported knowledge of
the internet is significantly more than that of non-youth adults. Moreover, among
the youth users, the younger portion between the ages of 18 and 25 claims to
have more knowledge on internet usage than their older counterparts in the age
range of 26—-35. Among both the youth subgroups, a significant level of gender
gap can be observed—female youth are less familiar with the internet relative
to males belonging to the same age group (Figure 3.1). This visible gender gap,
again, is definitely a cause for concern, particularly when the issues of inclusive
development and equitable growth are taken into consideration.
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Figure 3.1. Self-reported Knowledge onthe Internet
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The second method of practically assessing internet usage capabilities consisted
of a test to check the respondents’ ability to find three specific pieces of passport
application-related information on the official Bangladesh Government website.
In this hands-on test, the males performed better than the females—a finding
that reinforces the existence of the gender gap discovered and discussed earlier.
Analyzing the results of the tests that the participants had to undergo—browsing
and locating the application form, relevant fees, and the given hotline number from
the website—it was found that 44% of the males and 34% of the females managed
to pass all three tests.

3.2. Patterns in Internet Usage

A strong correlation of 77.44% exists, quite predictably, between smartphone
usage and access to the internet. Among all the surveyed youth, 34.35% have
access to internet facilities and possess the technical knowledge required to
browse the internet; which is true for only 8% of the adults. In case of the youth,
males constitute the overwhelming majority, populating 70% of this privileged
segment.

Among this youth group—equipped with both internet access and knowledge of
browsing—an analysis was undertaken regarding their internet usage pattern,
taking a particular range of activities into consideration which has been detailed
in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1. Internet Usage Pattern Among the Youth

Younger youth Older youth
(18-25) (26-35)
Activity group Specific activity Male Female Male Female
Functional Reading newspapers 65% 52% 68% 47%
Searching for information 63% 55% 53% 45%
Online training 10% 8% 5% 7%
Paying bills 8% 3% 7% 4%
Entertainment  Downloading/listening to 78% 71%  69% 69%
songs

Downloading/watching 59% 53%  51% 47%

movies
Playing games 32% 23%  21% 15%
Mixed usage Watching YouTube videos 86% 78%  81% 78%
Using social media 78% 62%  75% 67%
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This analysis of internet usage patterns was done along the lines of both age and
gender. The classification entailed two age cohorts, one from 18 to 25 and the other
from 26 to 35. Significant deviations were found along all these divisions, signifying
that any attempt at clumping together the “youth” as a generic terminology would
mean ignoring vital differences between males and females from different age
cohorts, possibly leading to shortcomings in policy implementation.

The gender gap in case of entertainment-related usage for male and female
sections within both the age cohorts is negligible—indicating a similar habitual
trend towards online entertainment activities for both genders. On the other hand,
in terms of functional activities, like reading newspapers online, a striking gender
disparity exists in both age groups. The gap is more pronounced in the older age
cohort, where 68% of the male youth, as opposed to only 47% of the females, read
newspapers via online media.

Looking into usage patterns across males of different age groups, it is observed that
younger males are more inclined to use the internet for consuming entertainment
content—movies, songs, games, and their like—compared to their older (aged 26—
35 years) counterparts. The scenario is reversed where using the internet to read
newspapers is concerned. These findings are consistent with intuitive judgment
on general behaviour patterns; for instance, the habit of reading newspapers is
one that is commonly associated with older age groups in general. Again, younger
males have the upper edge when it comes to utilizing the internet for paying bills
or searching for information.

For females, however, a counterintuitive observation is found where the age factor
is considered—use of social media among females increases from 62% to 67%
for the 18-25 and 26-35 age groups, respectively. Some factors behind this
increase in social media usage along with age may be linked to parental control
on younger females and greater agency exercised by older females. A study on
school-going adolescents revealed that parents in rural areas are anxious about
the safety of their daughters in an environment of free mobile access (Huq et al.,
2020). From the parents’ perspective, allowing access to mobile phones and the
internet could lead to scenarios where the safety and wellbeing of their daughters
could be endangered. On the contrary, older females are more independent and
their greater degree of personal choice is reflected in their increased use of social
media. The opposite trend is observed for males; male youth from the older age
cohort use less social media than their younger counterparts.

To some extent, females are less inclined to paying bills and searching information
online. Interestingly, more female youth have availed online training than male
youth in the older age cohort. Moreover, female-headed households have more
online trainees than male-headed households, but the difference present between
the two is quite low—8.70% and 7.38%, respectively. Our societal norms, due to
which going out for training, education, or anything at all is much more difficult for
females as opposed to males, can be the reason for women to opt more for online
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training, since this can be accessed from home. Taking other variables into account
for online training, the issue has been explored in more detail in the following
section.

3.3. Online Training

Training, when optimally designed and selected, can be a powerful tool in
empowering the youth. Effective and appropriate training can contribute to
creating a solid base of a workforce that is globally competitive and suitable
for employment. The explosive proliferation of mobile digital technology and
opening up of employment opportunities in the information and communications
technology (ICT) sector, has made online training an attractive option for the youth.

The government’s stated commitment to digitalization and ICT empowerment has
resulted in the proliferation of both state-operated and privately initiated training
programs. Despite the government’s prioritization of the use of digital tools in
training, of the total 3,246 youth surveyed, only 90 of them reported availing online
training of any genre. Of those who adopted online training, 53% are students,
while another 20% listed themselves as unemployed. It seems that current
students have caught up faster with the concept of attending training sessions
via online media. Many of the students attending online training are enrolled in
vocational educational institutions. Online training on different skills is considered
complementary with the job-specific education these students are receiving,
leading to increased interest in online training programs for these technical
subjects.

The link between interest in online training and employment opportunities seems
more direct when the education level of online trainees are considered. Online
training is most popular among youth at the graduate level as well as with post-
graduate degree holders and those engaged in diploma or vocational education.
At these educational levels, the youth are generally driven by career planning, and
aspiration for a suitable job or starting a business are generally prioritized. This
mindset leads the youth at such educational levels to opt for skill-set enhancing
training which, in this case, made them choose training conducted through the
digital space.

There also seems to be a link between online training and income levels of the
households. The tendency to avail online training increases with a rise in household
income. The rising percentages of youth receiving online training with an increase
in household income means that online training is not equally common among
youth from all income levels, with a definitive inclination for better-off youth to avail
such training opportunities more. This phenomenon provides food for thought,
since common wisdom dictates that the apparent lower costs of online training
in terms of time and monetary costs would make educational opportunities more
accessible for all, irrespective of income.
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For those searching for jobs or wishing to prepare for an entrepreneurial career,
online training offers the prospects of saving time and lowering costs as an
alternative to conventional sessions. However, as the survey results demonstrate,
the income divide among youths in the online training arena points to deeper
issues in the nexus between income disparities and the digital divide which warrant
further inquiry.

3.4. Youth (18-35) Who Do Not Read Online Newspaper, but...

Mt

t

1 % Watch YouTube videos

Use Social Media

In the digital ecosystem, conventional news sources seem to carry less clout with
a significant portion of today’s youth. Of the surveyed youth, 38.83% do not read
newspapers online, but they are quite active on YouTube and other social media. A
considerable chunk of this particular group—over 80%—reported that they watch
videos on YouTube, while 69% of them log into other social media platforms.

One of the direct implications of these trends is the unmistakable rise of
alternative news sources. YouTube and Facebook, for instance, play a huge role in
disseminating information and influencing public opinion, and the survey results
point towards a high possibility that many of our youth consider social networking
and video streaming sites as important sources of news. Acknowledging these
media’s influence over the flow of information is the first step towards government
policies geared for combating challenges such as misinformation, fake news, and
criminal propaganda in cyberspace.

3.5 Checking and Sending Emails
Accordingtothe survey results, 36% of young rural men can checkincoming emails,
while this basic proficiency level falls to 14% for rural female youth (Figure 3.2).

In terms of sending emails, the number drops even further to 30% for males and
10% for females. The lack of familiarity with the basic skill of email communication
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is bound to put the rural youth at a disadvantage. Someone who cannot check
their mailbox or maintain communications through an email account is going to
have a hard time applying for jobs or maintaining professional communication.
Tasks including submitting job applications online, contacting employers, securing
overseas freelance contracts are daunting for someone who cannot send and
check emails. Moreover, the massive skill gap between male and female youth
surely renders the latter handicapped in terms of productive use of the internet.

The survey data suggest that after crossing the threshold of Secondary School
Certificate (SSC) or Higher Secondary Certificate (HSC) equivalent education, the
familiarity, capability, and comprehension regarding emails, on average, reach
workable levels. The highest percentage of youth with email checking capabilities
are among the postgraduates, followed by diploma or vocational education degree
holders and undergraduate-level youth. These findings suggest a direct causal link
between educational attainment and email usage skills. When the two age groups
of those aged 18-25 years and 26-35 years are introduced, we see that the
pattern of correlation mostly remains the same. The only difference is observed for
respondents with diploma or vocational degrees, where older youth are less likely
to possess email-sending skills.

Analyzing the general trend of email capability across household income levels,
we see that the ability to send and receive emails improves along with increases in
income. The only exception lies in households with income between BDT 10,000
and 20,000, where younger youth respondents—between the ages of 18 and 25—
possess the lowest levels of email skills, even below that of households with less
than BDT 10,000 monthly income.
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Figure 3.2. Ability to Send and Check Emails
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4. The Youth Ratio and Implications for
Digital Competence

Until now, the discussion has revolved around patterns of technology use by
the youth and the analysis of various factors affecting the usage behaviour. At
this point, our focus shifts to the relative number of youth in households and its
possible implications. The specific point of exploration is whether the number
of youth members in a family has any spillover effect on their overall mobile and
internet usage activities.

In order to facilitate the analysis, we have used the measure “youth ratio”—the
proportion of youths relative to the total size of the household.

The youth ratio is derived by dividing the number of members in a household aged
from 18 to 35 by the total number of people in the household. It shows the ratio of
the number of youth in a family to total family size. For instance, for a family of four
with one member in the youth category, the youth ratio value is 1/4 = 0.25.

Our findings demonstrate a consistent link between ratio values and technology
usage. For the analysis, the ratio is classified into three groups—Group A, B, and C.
If the ratio is from 0 to 0.25, then it is categorized as “Group A.” When the ratio is
between 0.26 and 0.50, then it is categorized as “Group B;” and “Group C” if the
ratio is from 0.51 to 1.
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Figure 4.1. Youth Ratio
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From Figure 4.1, it can be observed that in all aspects, Group B and C scored higher
than Group A. This implies, increases in the youth ratio is accompanied by more
prevalence of smartphone usage in the family and greater digital competence in
general. Families with more youths in their midst are more likely to be able to send
and receive short messages over mobile networks or to transfer emails.

Thus, ahigheryouthratio—signifyingadded representation of youthinahousehold—

can be linked to greater awareness and expertise regarding the usage of ICT tools
among the entire family.
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5. Conclusion

All the analyses in the preceding sections affirm that among Bangladeshi youth
living in rural areas, significant disparities exist in terms of smartphone and
internet usage along gender, income, and geographic lines. Access to technology,
basic operating skills, and knowledge of the ever-growing range of benefits to
be acquired from the digital world are yet to be diffused equally among various
portions of our youth population.

Among the youth, despite similarities in terms of age and experience levels, there
exists a considerable gulf in behavioural patterns when it comes to self-reported
internet usage. Performance in the hands-on test was even worse, as both male
and female youth fared poorly in finding information from the Department of
Immigration & Passports website. The fact that this particular website is designed
completely in Bengali adds to the cause for concern regarding our youth’s digital
proficiency levels.

The implications of these findings stress the need to increase the scope of
practical learning, as well as training opportunities, for a greater section of
Bangladesh’s rural youth regarding internet navigation and related digital skills.
For the knowledge economy to fully flourish, and for catching the ever-accelerating
train of digitalization, the ideal scenario would entail equipping the country’s young
workforce with an optimum level of digital proficiency—which is, as suggested by
this policy brief, still a work in progress.

The underrepresentation of females has been a recurrent finding of this study.
Females consistently lag behind male peers in the use of smartphones and
the internet, in terms of both access and ability. The fact that female youth are
falling behind their male counterparts, with considerable gaps in skill and access,
is an issue to contend with when it comes to equitable growth and balanced
development. Gender bias, in the form of parental leniency towards sons, as well
as social stigma, represented through concerns that unmarried daughters might
seize the chance to get romantically involved, lead to decreasing opportunities of
smartphone usage for girls (Hug et al., 2020). These family-imposed restrictions
might be factors that are contributing to females falling behind their male peers in
terms of access to smartphones.

As the above analysis shows, gender gaps and income gaps are hard realities for the
country’s youth when it comes to optimizing the use of technology. Bangladesh’s
demographic dividend has arrived at a time which may be best characterized as the
age of the internet. If girls lack the skills to operate emails, or when the country’s
less well-off youth are not inclined to attending online training, even the best efforts
of the government to ensure growth and development through a digital revolution is
likely to falter. Without educating and preparing all our youth—irrespective of social
background and gender—in ICT skills, it will be difficult for Bangladesh to maintain
global competitiveness. Optimally harnessing the immense power of the internet
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would require inclusive and equitable dissemination of relevant knowledge and
skills. Awareness and sensitization efforts can assist in ensuring more productive
use of internet resources by the youth. Increasing the geographic scope of the
current model of government interventions in partnership with institutional actors,
as well as paying special attention to policymaking for digitally enabling females
and low-income youth, can have potentially far-reaching implications for workforce
development and overall employability.

On a final note, it should be acknowledged that the potential of the youth is the
most important fuel for the sustained development of a nation. As the “youth ratio”
insights demonstrate, just the presence of more youths in a family can help to
attain better levels of digital competence. This points to a much larger possibility:
as Bangladesh reaches the peak of its demographic dividend period, the increasing
youth population can usher in a new wave of the digital revolution. Utilizing this
opportunity can be possible through discretionary policymaking, with a view to
empowering the portions of our youth with digital knowledge and essential skills,
and can potentially help Bangladesh enjoy a lift-off to unprecedented levels of
development in the new era of the internet.
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