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This article analyzes the digital divide as a modern mechanism of social stratification in China’s innovation-
driven economy. It examines disparities in digital access, skills, and integration among urban and rural populations,
different age groups, and income levels. The study identifies key dimensions of the digital divide, including access
to infrastructure, digital literacy, and usage patterns, and assesses how these disparities affect social mobility and
inclusive development. Empirical data on internet penetration, urban-rural differences, and demographic patterns
are presented through tables and figures. Based on the analysis, several targeted strategies are proposed to
address digital inequalities, including expanding rural infrastructure, enhancing digital education, promoting inclusive
technology policies, and strengthening internet-based public services. The article concludes that bridging the digital
divide is essential for fostering social inclusion, reducing structural inequalities, and achieving sustainable economic
growth in China’s rapidly digitalizing society.
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Y cTatTi 4OoCNigpKyeTbCSA LMPOoBUIA PO3PUB SIK CyvaCHMn MexaHi3M coliasibHOT cTpaTudikaii B ymoBax iHHOBa-
LiliHOT eKkoHOMikM KnTaro. Ha Tni cTpiMKoi umbpoBisaLii — po3BUTKY €1EKTPOHHOT KOMepLii, MOBGINIbHUX MAATIKHUX
CUCTEM, LUTYYHOrO iHTeNekTy Ta 5G-iHbpacTpykTypu — Kutaii feMOHCTPYE Bpakatodi 4OCATHEHHS Y cdhepi TeXHO-
noriii. MpoTe Ui ycnixv CynpoBOMLKYOTbCA HOBUMM COLLia/IbHUMU BUKIMKaMU, Cepef AKX MpoBigHe micue 3aiimae
LndpoBa HepiBHICTb. JocnimkeHHA 30cepefKeHe Ha aHasisi OCHOBHUX BUMIPIB LMPOBOro po3pusy: AOCTYNy A0
LMdPOBOT IHPPACTPYKTYPU, PIBHA LMAIPOBOT rpaMOTHOCTI Ta MOAENE BUKOPUCTAHHS TEXHOSOTIN cepef Pi3HMX Co-
LiaibHuX rpyn. MeTofonoris AocNimpKeHHs 6a3yeTbCa Ha aHani3i akTyanbHUX CTaTUCTUYHMX AaHWX LLOAO Po3nodiny
KOPUCTYBauyiB IHTEPHETY MiX MICbKMMW Ta Ci/IbCbKMMM paiioHaMu, reHaepHUX 0COG/IMBOCTEN AOCTYMY, PiBHS 3asy-
YEHOCTI A0 UMpoBMX TEXHOMOTIN cepep Pi3HMX BIKOBMX TPyN, a TakoX Ha cucTemaTu3alii BUCHOBKIB MOMEpPEeHiX
eMMiPUYHKX JOCiMKEHb. Taknii migxig f03B0/IMB KOMM/IEKCHO OLIHUTY B3aEMO3B’30K MiXX LIDPOBO HEPIBHICTIO Ta
CyyacHoHo colliasibHot cTpaTtudiikalieto. BuasneHo, Lo, He3Baxarouy Ha 3arasibHe 3pOCTaHHS PiBHA NPOHUKHEHHS
I[HTEpHETY, 3Ha4Hi PO3pMBK 3a reorpadlivyHo, BIKOBOK Ta COLjia/IbHO-eKOHOMIYHOK 03HaKamu 36epiratotbest. Cinb-
CbKe HacesieHHs, NiTHI No4W, 4OMOrocnogapcTsa 3 HU3bKMMY foX04amuy Ta MirpaHTy CTUKAKTLCA 3 0OMEXEHHAMM
B JOCTYNi [0 L1POBUX PECYPCIB, LLO NOMINBIOE IXHIO CoLjasibHy BPas/MBICTb Ta 06MeXye MOX/IMBOCTI 414 Nigsu-
LLLeHHS couia/ibHOT MOGINIBHOCTI B yMOBaX LIM)POBOI EKOHOMIKW. Y CTaTTi CUCTEMATU30BAHO pe3ysibTaTi nonepenHix
[ocnigpkeHb npobeMu LMpoBoro po3prBy Ta 3anponoHOBaHO pekoMeHAaL,l LWoA0 0ro NoOA0NaHHA: PO3LUMPEHHS
LMPOBOT iHPPACTPYKTYPU Y CI/TbChKIA MICLLEBOCTI, BIPOBAKEHHS NporpamM LnpoBoi OCBITU A/151 BPasnBMX Ka-
Teropiii HaceneHHsi, po3pobKa iHKMH3MBHOI AePXaBHOI MONITUKA Ta CTUMY/IIOBAHHSA AEPXaBHO-NPMBATHOMO NapT-
HepcTBa y cdpepi uudpposisauii. CTarTa NigKpecntoe, Wo edyekTMBHE NoA0NaHHS LMpoBOro po3pusy notpedye
KOMIM/IEKCHOTO NiAX0AY, KN NOEAHYE TEXHIUHI PILLIEHHS 3 aKTVBHOIO COLLia/IbHOK MOMITVUKO. 3abe3neyeHHs piBHOMO
[OCTyny A0 UM(PPOBUX MOXIUBOCTEN € HEOOXiAHOK YMOBOK NS MATPUMKMA iHK/THO3MBHOTO PO3BUTKY, 3HIDKEHHS
CTPYKTYPHOI HEPIBHOCTI Ta 3MiLHEHHS COoLia/lbHOT €AHOCTI B yMOBaX LPOBOT enoxu.

KntouoBi cnoBa: coujasibHa cTpatudikauisi, Ld)poBuil po3prB, EKOHOMIYHA HEPIBHICTb, iIHHOBALiiHA €KOHOMI-
Ka, Kutaid, undppoBa rpamoTHICTb, A4OCTYN A0 IHTEPHETY, ColiasibHa MOBINbHICTb, IHKMO3UBHWIA PO3BUTOK, LidpoBa

iHchbpacTpykTypa.
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Problem statement. Over the past two
decades, China has emerged as a global
leader in digital transformation. From the rise
of e-commerce giants such as Alibaba and
JD.com to the widespread adoption of mobile
payment systems, artificial intelligence, and
5G infrastructure, the country has embraced
innovation at an unprecedented scale.
Digitalization is now a core driver of China’s
economic growth, urban development, and
even governance models. However, alongside
these technological advancements, a new and
less visible challenge has emerged: the digital
divide — a gap between individuals and groups
in terms of access to and proficiency with digital
technologies.

While China’s innovation economy has
elevated millions and modernized vast areas of
public life, it has also given rise to a new layer of
social stratification based on digital access and
competence. Ruralresidents, elderly populations,
low-income households, and migrant workers
are disproportionately affected by limited access
to high-quality internet, digital education, and
platform-based services. As a result, these
groups face systemic barriers to participation
in the digital economy, further entrenching their
social and economic disadvantages.

The digital divide in China is no longer merely
a technological issue — it is a socioeconomic
and political phenomenon that demands critical
examination. This study seeks to explore how
digital inequality operates as a mechanism
of stratification in China’s innovation-driven
society, identify its key dimensions, and assess
the implications for social mobility, cohesion, and
policy reform.

Analysis of recent studies and publica-
tions. In recent years, scholars have extensively
examined the dimensions and consequences
of digital inequality. Li Li (2022), for example,
systematizes the definition, measurement and
influencing factors of digital divide, constructs
the global digital divide indicator system, and
conducts empirical research on the 44 influencing
factors of the global digital divide and the impact
of the «Belt and Road» initiative on the global
digital divide [2]. Hong, J., Li, R., & Yang, X.
(2024) conduct an empirical investigation into
the impact of the digital economy on income
inequality by integrating a theoretical framework
with large-scale data. Utilizing tens of millions of
business registration records in conjunction with
district-, county-and city-level statistical datasets,
the study examines how core industries within
the digital economy influence income dispari-

ties across regional and urban-rural contexts [1].
Zhou Weizheng and Li Jia (2024) conducted
a study using data from 168 Chinese cities
covering the period 2011 to 2019 to explore
the relationship between the development of
the digital economy and the pursuit of common
prosperity in the context of the digital divide.
Their findings offer policy-relevant insights into
strategies for bridging the digital divide and
leveraging digital economic growth to advance
shared wealth and inclusive development [7].
Yang Yashu (2022) tracesthetheoretical evolution
of the digital divide and examines its emerging
forms within the context of the smart media
era. The study also systematically analyzes the
specific digital challenges encountered by the
elderly, highlighting the unique aspects of their
digital exclusion in an increasingly technology-
driven society [10]. Yuxuan Sang analyzes the
impacts of the digital divide on social justice,
civic engagement, and educational rights to
raise public awareness and motivate policymak-
ers to confront and resolve issues of inequality,
fostering a more equitable and diverse digital
society [4].

Identification of previously unresolved
parts of the overall problem. Although
considerable research has been conducted, the
comprehensive impact of the key dimensions of
the digital divide remains insufficiently explored
in the context of China’s rapidly developing
innovation economy. A lack of integrated
approaches that simultaneously address access
to digital infrastructure, levels of digital literacy,
and differences in technology usage across
social groups limits the understanding of how
these factors collectively shape contemporary
social stratification and influence opportunities
for inclusive development and social mobility.

Formulation of the objectives of the arti-
cle (task statement). This study aims to ana-
lyze the role of the digital divide as a contempo-
rary mechanism of social stratification in China,
within the context of its rapidly developing inno-
vation economy. The research examines how
disparities in digital access, skills, and integration
shape social inequality and assesses the impli-
cations for inclusive development and upward
social mobility. This goal involves the follow-
ing tasks: to identify the key dimensions of the
digital divide in China, including access to digital
infrastructure, digital literacy, and usage patterns
across different social groups; to analyze the
relationship between digital inequality and
broader social stratification, such as income,
education, urban-rural divide, and employment
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opportunities; to evaluate the impact of digital
exclusion on individuals’ potential for upward
social mobility and their integration into the
innovation-driven economy.

Summary of the main research material.
A digital inequality is defined as the unequal
use of digital technologies, which extends to
unequal impacts and outcomes. The related
concept is the digital divide, which represents
the gap in the utilization and benefits of digital
technologies between people, organizations,
and governments. The need to close the
digital divide was recognized by the UN in its
2016 announcement that the internet is a human
right and that efforts to remove internet access
are a violation of human rights [6]. Its importance
has been evident during the COVID-19 period in
the disparities between and within communities
in accessing the internet for family needs,
including schooling, health information, social
contacts, and commercial services [3].

There is no one digital divide. At a high level,
the digital divide is the gap between those with
Internet access and those without it. But the
digital divide is multifaceted and includes many
factors such as access, affordability, quality, and
relevance. As Michael Kende wrote, “the digital
divide is not a binary.” Here are some of the things
that lead to disparities in Internet access: avail-
ability, affordability, quality of service, relevance,
additional divides, for example, other areas
that can create digital inequality includ security,
interconnectivity, digital literacy, and access to
equipment [9].

The digital constitutes a complex,
multidimensional construct that is often
categorized into three distinct levels:

1. The first-level digital divide refers to
disparities in access to digital infrastructure, such
as internet connectivity and device ownership;

2. The second-level divide concerns
differences in digital skills and actual use of
technologies;

3. The third-level divide reflects inequalities
in the social and economic outcomes stemming
from digital engagement [9].

In the Chinese context, these levels manifest
in distinct yet overlapping ways, influenced
by the country’s dual urban-rural structure,
regional economic disparities, and rapid pace of
digitalization.

For example, despite China’s efforts to
expand broadband access nationwide, rural
and western provinces still lag significantly
behind coastal urban centers in both access
and meaningful digital participation. Moreover,

the aging population and internal migrants often
face barriers not only in access but also in digital
literacy and integration into digital services
such as e-government, online education, and
telemedicine.

These inequalities  were  particularly
amplified during the COVID-19 pandemic, when
many essential services — including health
consultations, distance learning, and digital
payment systems — shifted online. The ability to
effectively engage with these systems became a
critical factor of social inclusion, and the lack of
access or skills translated directly into reduced
opportunities for upward mobility and social
protection.

The following table summarizes the key
dimensions of the digital divide and how they are
expressed across different population groups in
China (Table 1).

As the table illustrates, digital inequality in
Chinaextendsfarbeyondaccesstoinfrastructure;
it intersects with long-standing socio-economic
divisions and institutional structures. These
layered disparities not only limit certain groups’
ability to participate fully in the digital economy,
but also exacerbate existing inequalities in
education, employment, and public services.
Addressing the digital divide, therefore, requires
more than technological solutions, it demands
targeted social policies that account for the
diverse realities of all types of populations and
promote inclusive digital development.

To complement the tabular presentation
of the key dimensions of the digital divide
in China, the following figure illustrates the
evolution of internet usage among urban and
rural populations over recent years. This visual
representation highlights persistent disparities
in access and engagement across geographic
contexts, despite the overall growth of internet
penetration nationwide (Figure 1).

As depicted in the figure, the urban-rural
disparity in internet usage in China remains
pronounced. Urban residents consistently
accounted for over 68% of the country’s internet
users between 2020 and 2024, while rural users
constituted less than one-third of the total.
Although both segments experienced relatively
stable trends, the slight decline in rural internet
user share — from 31.3% in 2020 to 27.7% in
2024 —underscores a growing concern regarding
equitable digital access. This divergence
highlights the need for more targeted digital
inclusion policies to bridge the geographic divide
and ensure that rural communities are not left
behind in China’s digital transformation [5].

EKOHOMIKA
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Table 1

Key dimensions of the digital divide in China

Parameter Expression of the Digital Divide
Geoaranh Urban areas benefit from stable and extensive 5G coverage, while rural regions
grapny experience limited and unstable access.
Education Elite urban schools are equipped with advanced technologies such as VR and
coding labs; rural schools often rely on outdated or minimal digital infrastructure.
Age Younger generations are digitally engaged and literate; individuals aged 60+
9 are often excluded from digital platforms and services.
Income Low-income families may lack personal digital devices or home Wi-Fi, limiting
access to online education, work, and services.
Hukou Status Migrants with rural household registration (hukou) living in cities may still face
restricted access to urban digital services due to institutional barriers.

Source: formed on the basis of [4; 7; 10]
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Figure 1. Urban-Rural Structure of Internet Users in China, %

Source: formed on the basis of [5]

It is worth saying that in June 2024, the
Internet penetration rate in China’s urban areas
had risen to 85.3%, marking an increase of
1.9 percentage points compared to December
2023. In contrast, the penetration rate in
rural areas declined to 63.8%, representing
a decrease of 2.7 percentage points over the
same period (Figure 2).

Despite different difficulties, the digital
information infrastructure in rural areas has
been continuously optimized and upgraded.
Supported by national policies, rural regions
have actively expanded 4G base station
deployment, extended 5G network coverage,
and constructed gigabit optical fiber networks.
By 2024, universal telecommunication services
had reached 204 cities and districts, supporting

4,647 4G base stations and 3,680 5G base
stations. Thanks to these initiatives, remote
mountainous villages have gradually eliminated
signal blind spots, and the availability of strong,
stable signals has significantly improved the
quality of life for rural residents.

Furthermore, the efficiency of public services
in rural areas has steadily increased. In the
field of «Internet + Education», according to the
latest data released by the Ministry of Education,
internet access in primary and secondary schools
(including teaching buildings) nationwide has
reached 100%. Moreover, 99.9% of schools
now have an export bandwidth exceeding
100 Mbps, over 75% have achieved wireless
network coverage, and 99.5% are equipped with
multimedia classrooms, effectively narrowing the
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Figure 2. Internet Penetration in Rural and Urban Areas in China, %
Source: formed on the basis of [5; 8]

urban-rural educational gap [5]. Because differ-
ences in the quality of education are also a major
component of the digital divide. In developed
regions, high-quality educational resources are
abundant and a high level of education, which
is conducive to the mastery and application of
digital technology. In less developed regions,
educational resources are scarce and access
to digital technology education is limited, which
directly affects the cultivation and development
of digital skills [4].

Regarding «Internet + Healthcare», the
development of online remote services has

50,8% - male

enabled rural populations to access high-quality
medical and health services [5].

By June 2024, the ratio of male to female
Internet users in China had reached 50.8 to
49.2, closely aligning with the overall gender
distribution within the national population
(Figure 3).

In 2024, Internet users aged 10-19, 20-29,
30-39, and 40-49 accounted for 13.6%, 13.5%,
19.3%, and 16.7% of the total user base,
respectively. Meanwhile, the proportion of
Internet users aged 50 and above rose from
32.5% in December 2023 to 33.3%, reflecting

49,2% - female

Figure 3. Gender Structure of Internet Users in China, %
Source: formed on the basis of [5]
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the continued expansion of Internet adoption
among middle-aged and older populations [5].

The proportion of Internet users in China
accessing the Internet via mobile phones
had reached 99.7%; the proportions of users
accessing the Internet via desktop computers,
laptops, televisions, and tablets were 34.2%,
32.4%, 25.2%, and 30.5%, respectively; the
proportions of users accessing the Internet
through smart connected vehicles, smart home
devices, and personal wearable devices had
reached 10.4%, 21.9%, and 24.2%, respectively.
Among these, the number of Internet users
accessing the Internet via smart connected
vehicles had reached 115 million [5].

Limited digital skills significantly reduce
the ability of different groups of people to
seize emerging opportunities within China’s
innovation-driven economy. As sectors such as
e-commerce, fintech, artificial intelligence, and
digital healthcare rapidly expand, individuals
lacking digital competence face increasing
barriers to employment, entrepreneurship, and
access to modern services. This digital skill
gap not only restricts their immediate economic
prospects but also perpetuates long-term social
and regional inequalities, hindering broader
goals of inclusive and sustainable development.

To address the digital divide as a barrier
to inclusive development and social mobility
in China, several targeted strategies are
recommended:

1. Expand Rural Digital Infrastructure.
Investments in high-speed internetinfrastructure,
particularly 5G networks and fiber optics, should
be prioritized in rural and remote areas to ensure
equitable access to digital resources.

2. Enhance Digital Literacy Programs.
Comprehensive digital education initiatives
targeting rural populations, older adults, and
disadvantaged groups should be implemented
to bridge skills gaps and empower effective
internet use.

3. Promote Inclusive Technology Policies.
Policy frameworks should emphasize equal
access to digital technologies across gender and
age groups, encouraging inclusive innovation
ecosystems that leave no demographic behind.

4. Foster Public-Private  Partnerships.
Collaborations between government,
private enterprises, and non-governmental
organizations can accelerate digital inclusion
efforts, particularly in under-resourced regions.

5. Strengthen Internet-Based Public Services.
Further development of «Internet + Education»

and «Internet + Healthcare» initiatives can
ensure that rural and marginalized communities
benefit from high-quality services, thereby
reducing structural inequalities.

6. Monitor and Address Emerging Inequalities.
Ongoing assessment of digital access, usage
patterns, and emerging disparities is essential
to adapt policies effectively and promote
sustainable, inclusive economic growth.

In addition to infrastructural and educational
strategies, fostering social innovation represents
a crucial pathway toward narrowing the digital
divide in China. Initiatives such as establishing
digital community centers in underserved
regions, deploying mobile internet laboratories
to remote villages, and designing user-friendly
applications tailored for the elderly could
substantially enhance digital inclusion. These
community-driven solutions not only bridge
access and literacy gaps but also empower
different types of populations to participate
more fully in the digital economy. By promoting
grassroots innovation and supporting bottom-up
digital initiatives, China can cultivate a more
inclusive, adaptive, and resilient digital society
that leaves no group behind.

Furthermore, it is crucial to recognize the
dynamic nature of the digital divide and to
establish continuous monitoring mechanisms
that can adapt to technological and societal
changes. Digital inclusion should be integrated
as a core element across all public policies,
from education and healthcare to governance
reforms. Moreover, promoting digital rights
as fundamental human rights is essential for
ensuring that no group is systematically excluded
from the benefits of innovation. Only through a
holistic, rights-based, and adaptable approach
can China truly bridge its digital divides and
foster sustainable, inclusive development.

Conclusions. Thus, this study has explored
the digital divide as a contemporary mechanism
of social stratification in China, emphasizing
its role within the country’s rapidly evolving
innovation economy. Through the analysis of
internet usage disparities between urban and
rural populations, gender groups, and different
age cohorts, the findings reveal a persistent and
multifaceted digital gap that continues to shape
patterns of social inequality.

Despite notable advancements in digital
infrastructure and  widespread internet
penetration, especially in urban centers,
significant challenges remain in ensuring

equitable digital access for rural, older, and
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socioeconomically disadvantaged groups. The
urban-rural divide in internet adoption, the aging
gap in digital engagement, and the nuanced
gender dynamics underscore that access alone
does not guarantee equal participation in the
digital economy.

The increasing integration of internet
technologies into education, healthcare, and
everyday services presents both an opportunity
and a risk: while it can drive inclusive
development and upward social mobility, it can
also deepen existing inequalities if systemic
gaps are left unaddressed. Bridging the digital
divide, therefore, is not solely a matter of
technological expansion but also of policy
innovation, targeted investment in digital literacy,

and sustained efforts to foster inclusive digital
ecosystems.

Addressing these disparities is crucial for
promoting a more equitable and sustainable
model of development. By ensuring that all
citizens, regardless of their place of residence,
age or gender, have meaningful access to digital
opportunities, China can better harness the
transformative power of technology to advance
social inclusion, reduce structural inequalities
and achieve broader economic and social
resilience in the digital age.

Future research should further explore
longitudinal impacts of digital stratification to
better inform adaptive policy frameworks that
ensure sustainable digital inclusion.
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