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The Next Great Divergence

1. The conversation on Al and development needs a reframe

2. The risk of a Next Great Divergence
3. How Al shapes development pathways
4. Why impacts will be uneven across countries

5. What actions can steer Al toward convergence, not divergence



Before we begin, a humility check on technology forecasts

Socrates mistrusted writing as this would
undermine memory and lead to shallow
understanding. Paradoxically, we only
managed to know about Socrates’s fears
because Plato wrote them down.

With the spread of motion pictures, Thomas
Edison confidently predicted the end of
reading. Books would become obsolete. All
instruction in schools would happen
through video. That did not happen.
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1. The conversation on Al and development needs a reframe

FROM 10
Hysteria and hype More balance and evidence
Productivity and growth More holistic and human-centered
Inequality within countries Inequality between countries

Cookie-cutter solutions Principles and context-based actions



The report’s framework
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S Differentiated by starting
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2. The risk of a Next Great Divergence

PAST

Divergence is
dominant force

Selective
convergence

PRESENT FUTURE
Al enters a deeply Al may level playing field
unequal world and unlock leapfrogging
Massive between- and But centrifugal forces
within-country inequality likely to dominate




Past patterns ran from a “Great Divergence” (divergence, big

time) to a “Great Convergence” (that was only great for some)
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Divergence and convergence is mirrored in non-monetary

indicators, such as life expectancy

Average life expectancy (years)
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Source: Our World in Data, based on Riley (2005), UN World Population Prospects 2024, World Bank WDI, and WHO GHO.



Al enters a deeply unequal world — Asia-Pacific has the world’s

widest cross-country range (200x) in per capita incomes

GNI per capita (2024 or latest, Atlas method, log, colors = income group) Income Class
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Note: For simplicity, only the top three and bottom three countries in each region are labelled. Regions are sorted by the gap within group, from largest to smallest.



Al enters a deeply unequal world — Large divides persist

within countries in income, wealth and other dimensions

Income inequality Wealth inequality

Income share of Bottom 50% Wealth share of Bottom 50%

22 7

. KORAFG CHN
20 .. 6
. MYS' 2o AFGp
NPL@ ™ JPN AU.S
MM S BeD PHL
16 . ‘ IND IDN
4 VM LAO'

14 LKA IRN

12 3 | Q..

10 2

30 35 40 45 50 55 60 65 o5 60 65 70 75
Source: Based on the World
Income share of Top 10% Wealth share of Top 10% Inequality Database; 2023 data

Note: Calculation based on
$PPP. See details on the
methodology at
https://wid.world/methodology.



As existing gaps and centrifugal forces combine to drive

nations apart, Al may spark a Next Great Divergence

2023 Human Development Index by World Bank Income Group
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... which may upset ambitions to converge at higher income

levels

GNI per capita, 2024 (Atlas method, current US$)
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3. How Al shapes development pathways

We focus on three channels: people, economy and governance

Within each, we identify several potential Al dividends and
disruptions



People — Human capability and security on a healthy planet

DIVIDENDS

Start from education
Al tutors and translation tools personalize learning to
close literacy gaps

A long and healthy life
Automated diagnostics enable rapid disease screening
without specialists

Food safety and social protection
Apps diagnose crop pests to boost yields and
biometrics streamline welfare

Climate change and resilience
Digital twins and imagery analysis improve flood and
disaster early warnings

A nature positive present
Sensors and camera traps automate biodiversity
monitoring and protection

DISRUPTIONS

Children & women left behind
Gender gaps in device ownership and digital
literacy limit access to opportunities

Erosion of human security
Populations without digital IDs risk automatic
exclusion from social safety nets

Surveillance risks
Safety technologies can inadvertently expand
profiling and chill civic rights

Environmental costs
Training large models consumes immense energy
and water, stressing local grids

Data extractivism
Indigenous knowledge is often utilized for
modeling without consent or benefit




Gender gaps in mobile ownership and internet use remain

wide in several Asia-Pacific countries

Share of population using mobile phones (%) Share of population with mobile internet (%)
73
o — 1]
PhlIIPpInBS nppmes
71
nionesta
. 0000 s o 00 s
%]
a2
el o) Pandiede=h | T
0 20 40 60 80 100 0 20 40 60 80 100

Il Men B Women

Source: GSMA, The Mobile Gender Gap Report 2025 — GSMA Consumer Survey (2024 ), country estimates for Bangladesh,
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Al also enters a world marked by elevated human insecurity —

job insecurity, eg, is very high across most of Asia-Pacicic

Distribution of respondents by level of concern over losing or not finding work (%)
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Source: World Values Survey. Wave 7 (2017-2022)



By 2030, data center water use will double and electricity use

nearly triple, posing major sustainability challenges

Water use by data centers Power use by data centers
(billion liters per year) (Terawatt-hours per year)

CAGR =10%

/"

CAGR =12.8%

/

2023 2030 2023 2030
(projected) (projected)

Source: |IEA (2025).
Note: Data in 2030 are from base cases. CAGR = compounded annual growth (%).



Economy — Growth, jobs, and livelihoods

DIVIDENDS

A productivity-driven growth dividend
Al could add 2%+ to annual GDP growth by automating
routine tasks and optimizing complex systems

New industries, new jobs

Creation of new high-value roles in data labeling, Al
maintenance, and model safety alongside efficiency
gains

DISRUPTIONS

Uncertainty of productivity gains

Gains vary wildly by sector (3-5% in finance vs.
<1% in agriculture), creating uneven growth
trajectories

Labor market displacement

High exposure for routine cognitive roles (e.g.
call centers) and manufacturing threatens
traditional development ladders

Uneven disruption for women and youth
Women face 2x higher exposure to automation
in clerical roles; youth face shrinking entry-level
opportunities




Directional consensus about Al’s contribution to productivity

growth, but huge uncertainty about magnitude of estimates

Estimated annual Al-driven productivity gains over a 10-year period (percentage points)

= Upper bound-estimates
m Main or lower-bound estimates
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Source: Filippucci and Schief (2024)
Note: Productivity gain refers to the predicted increase in annual labor productivity growth over a 10-year horizon.




Al expected to reshape knowledge and comms roles the

most, manual and equipment-based jobs largely unaffected

Occupations with highest Al applicability score Occupations with lowest Al applicability score

Interpreters & Translators Logging Equipment Operators I 0.01

Historians 0.48 Motorboat Operators  0.00
Passenger Attendants Orderlies (.00
Sales Representatives of Services 0.46 Floor Sanders & Finishers (.00

Writers & Authors Pile Driver Operators (.00

Rail-Track Laying & Maintenance
Equip. Operators

Foundry Mold & Coremakers .00
Water Treatment Plant & System

Customer Service Representatives

0.00
CNC Tool Programmers
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Telephone Operators 0.42 Operators 0.00
Ticket Agents & Travel Clerks 0.41 Bridge & Lock Tenders (.00
Broadcast Anr[r)c‘)lll.;ncers & Radio 0.41 Dredge Operators .00
0O 01 02 03 04 05 0 01 02 03
Al applicability score Al applicability score

Source: Tomlinson et al.(2025)
Note: Data accessed September 2025.



Al could hurt younger workers in high-exposure jobs, whereas

older, higher-skilled workers may benefit

Employment growth by Al exposure across age groups (2017-2025, %)
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Source: Brynjolfsson, Chandar & Chen (2025).
Note: Al exposure indicates how much Al interacts with tasks, with quintiles 1-3 low and 4-5 high. Results rely on US
data and should be interpreted with caution, though patterns hold more widely.



For millions in online gig work, Al will be partner and rival at

the same time

By occupation India (millions) Indonesia (millions)

111.8 - 2.0

Software development and technology

Sales and marketing support - 26.6 I 0.3
Clerical and data entry . 9.2 . 0.7
Writing and translation . 7.6 I 0.3
Professional services F 5.0 ' 0.2
0 40 80 120 0 4 8 12

Source: OLI Database; Aapti Analysis.
Note: Number shown totals 2017-2024.



Governance — How governments lead, decide, and deliver

DIVIDENDS

Leadership that listens and engages

“Digital listening” tools process voice and text inputs
from remote communities to shape local planning,
ensuring citizens are heard despite literacy barriers.

Decisions based on anticipation and evidence
Virtual digital twins integrate live data to simulate
urban growth and disaster scenarios, allowing
policymakers to stress-test options before
implementation.

Agile delivery

Automated triage systems route public complaints to
the right officials and track resolution deadlines,
reducing backlogs and administrative delays.

DISRUPTIONS

Opaque algorithms and lack of accountability
Automated welfare decisions can be "black
boxes," denying benefits without clear reasons
or appeal routes for citizens.

Bias that compounds exclusion

Al-based job matching tools have been found to
reinforce gender stereotypes by systematically
steering men toward technical roles and women
toward lower-paid jobs.

Privacy and security

The rise of technology-facilitated gender-based
violence and deepfakes across the region is
creating new safety threats that can silence
women and chill their civic participation.




Al is enhancing state capacity across core government

functions

Potential benefits of Al use cases across functions of government

Percentage of use cases m Greater efficiency
m Better decisions
120 = Increased accountability
100
= Unlocking opportunities
80
66
57 - 59 52 45
41 38
7 20 18 I I
9 I I I ._:
: ) = N

Justice Law enforcement Regulatory design
administration and and disaster risk and delivery
access to justice management

All functions of Public service  Civic participation
government design and delivery and open
government

Source: OECD (2025). “Governing
with Artificial Intelligence: The State
of Play and Way Forward in Core
Government Functions.”

Note: The benefits are not mutually
exclusive. One use case may
generate several types of gains, so
totals exceed the number of use
cases. Only selected functions are
shown. Colored columns indicate
efficiency, better decisions,
accountability and new opportunities.



Al can boost government efficiency through better analysis,

forecasting, and risk detection

Improve analytical productivity
Personalize citizen services
Automate mundane tasks
Strengthen civil service capacity
Improve foresight and planning
Enhance data-driven decisions

m Greater efficiency

Streamline information access
m Better decisions

Detect fraud and integrity risks
» Increased accountability

Foster civic engagement

B Unlocking opportunities
o OpDOFlUI'lItIGS thl'Ongh Al ‘ Source: OECD (2025). “Governing

with Artificial Intelligence: The State
0 10 20 30 40 of Play and Way Forward in Core
Percentage of use cases Government Functions.”

Note: Benefits overlap, so totals
exceed the number of use cases.
Colored columns show efficiency,
better decisions, accountability and
new opportunities.
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4. Why impacts will be uneven across countries

Existing structural gaps create disparities in readiness and resilience

Al’s dividends and disruptions will likely accrue unevenly across borders

Unmitigated, these outcomes risk entrenching historical inequalities



Mechanisms of divergence: the capability and vulnerability

gaps

PEOPLE

ECONOMY

GOVERNANCE

THE CAPABILITY GAP

Wealthier nations rapidly improve health
and skills via Al. Lower-capacity nations
miss these gains due to fragmented
adoption.

Frontier economies capture the
productivity boom. Latecomers lack the
digital rails to participate.

Advanced governments use Al to "sense"
and respond to needs in real-time. Poorer
administrations cannot modernize,
widening the legitimacy gap.

THE VULNERABILITY GAP

Poorer countries lack data registries, risking
exclusion of the most vulnerable from social
protection, while advanced nations expand

coverage.

High-income nations fund reskilling. Lower-income
economies (Viet Nam, Philippines) face

displacement in vulnerable sectors without fiscal
buffers.

Weak regulatory environments force reliance on
opaque, foreign "black box" systems they cannot
audit, creating long-term dependency.



The world is unequally prepared for Al, which will manifest

itself in the uneven accrual of dividends and disruptions

Al Preparedness Index by World Bank Income Group, 2023
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Internet access has expanded rapidly across Asia and the

Pacific, though large gaps between countries remain.

Share of population using the Internet (%) Rep. of
Korea
100 Malaysia
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80 East
Asia and
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40 Asia
Pakistan
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Source: International Telecommunication Union (ITU). Data accessed September 2025.



Only one in four urban and fewer than one in five rural

residents in Asia-Pacific can use basic spreadsheet functions

Share of population with knowledge of basic arithmetic formula in spreadsheet (%)

37
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23

North America  Europe Central Asia Asia-Pacific West Asia Latin America Africa
and the
Caribbean
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Source: ITU Data Hub; Data accessed September 2025
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5. What actions can steer Al toward convergence, not

divergence

GROUND ACTIONS IN VALUE-BASED PRINCIPLES

PUT PEOPLE FIRST GOVERN INNOVATION BUILD FUTURE-READY
RESPONSIBLY SYSTEMS

1. Human development as a 4. Proportionality and risk 6. Sustainability and resilience

lens assessment

7. Competition and open
2. Equity by design 5. Transparency and ecosystems
accountability

3. Participation and collective
voice in governance



5. What actions can steer Al toward convergence, not

divergence

DIFFERENTIATE ACTIONS BY

STARTING POINT TIME HORIZON CAPACITY LEVEL SECTOR
Build an inclusive Al Immediate (0 to 12 months):  Lower: People and opportunity:
ecosystem * Quick wins * Basic access * Health

* Build foundations * Affordability * Education
|ldentify binding constraints, * Finance
set targets Medium (1 to 2 years): Transitional:

* Scale capacity * Inclusive adoption Food, cities, and planet:
Strengthen foundations for * Institutionalize inclusion at scale * Agriculture and fisheries
hard and soft infrastructure * Urban and transport

Longer (3 to 5 years): Higher: * Biodiversity and climate
Move from pilots to systems ¢ Mature policy * Global governance

* Sustain impact * Competition Institutions that work:
Hardwire inclusion and track * Public goods * Public services and
outcomes governance

* Security and justice



The Next Great Divergence

1. The conversation on Al and development needs a reframe
More balance, more holistic, more focus on cross-country inequality, no cookie-cutting

2. The risk of a Next Great Divergence
Entering a deeply unequal world, Al may act as an amplifier

3. How Al shapes development pathways
Dividends and disruptions accrue in multiple dimensions

4. Why impacts will be uneven across countries
Capability and vulnerability gaps risk entrenching inequalities

5. What actions can steer Al toward convergence, not divergence
Value-based principles, differentiated policy actions



Thank you

THE NEXT
GREAT DIVERGENCE

Why Al may widen inequality between countries



OTHER
SLIDES



Al may spark a Next Great Divergence as existing gaps and

centrifugal forces combine to drive nations apart

Asia-Pacific: 2023 Human Development Index by World Bank Income Group
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Al is spreading and scaling fast

Number of newly funded Al companies

in the world ('000)
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“If technology has arrived everywhere, why has income

diverged?”

100 Metric

—— Adoption Lag (Years)
—— Intensity Gap (Rich vs Poor)
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Year

Source: Comin & Mestieri, American Economic Journal (2018).
Note: "Adoption Lag" measures years until a technology arrives; "Intensity Gap" measures the disparity in usage per capita relative to wealthy nations.



Multi-dimensional inequality within countries weighs down

on human development in all regions

HDI losses due to inequality across region (points)

09 ® Inequality-adjusted HDI = HDI loss due to inequality
06
03
0.0
Europe and Latin America East Asiaand Southeast Arab States South Asia Sub-Saharan
Central Asia and the the Pacific Asia Africa
Caribbean

Source: UNDP.
Note: IHDI adjusts HDI, health [life expectancy], education [schooling], and income [GNI per capita], for within country inequality using Atkinson indices,
scales each dimension down, then combines them geometrically, reporting the percent loss from HDI.



China has emerged as a leading player in Al, quantum and

advanced materials

Global share of China and the US in highly cited publications (%)
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Women face greater exposure to Al-driven automation than

men across Asia and the Pacific

Jobs exposed to Al-driven automation by sex (percent share; brackets: counts)

5
(16.4m)
4 mMen =Women
(4.6m)
3
2 (7.3m) 2.7m) (2.3m)
(4.9m)
0
East Asia South-East Asia and Pacific South Asia

Source: ILO (2024). Mind the Al Divide: Shaping a Global Perspective on the Future of Work
Note: Numbers in parentheses represent number of jobs in millions.




Al readiness gaps across the region suggest dividends and

disruptions will accrue unevenly

Al preparedness Index (0-1)
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Sources: UNDP; IMF.
Note: Blue dots are Asia-Pacific countries, and bubble size represents the size of population. Data accessed September 2025.



The world is unequally prepared for Al, which will manifest

itself in the unequal accrual of dividends and disruptions

Asia-Pacific: Al Preparedness Index by World Bank Income Group, 2023
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Sequence actions over time

HORIZON

Immediate
(0 to 12 months)

Medium
(1 to 2 years)

Longer
(3 to 5 years)

OBJECTIVE

Quick wins, build
foundations

Scale capacity,
institutionalize
inclusion

Mature policy,
sustain impact

PRIORITIES

Expand electricity, internet, devices, launch Al inclusion task
force, pilot an exclusion dashboard, start basic Al literacy and
ethics training, update Al procurement guidelines, update legal
frameworks for data sovereignty and access

Invest in compute, local data centres, and energy, balance data
access and privacy, embed exclusion metrics in digital
programmes, establish data governance bodies, set Al inclusion
targets in national plans, use regional cooperation for hard
levers, learn from others on soft levers

Improve inclusion metrics, enforce refined regulation based on
lessons, mainstream successful pilots, secure sustainable
financing for capability building, keep strategy agile as Al evolves



Tailor roadmaps to capacity levels

. Higher-capacity

settings
. - Lead on standards,
Transition green Al
economies competition, and
Scale reliable regional public
infrastructure, goods (compute,
o representative datasets, and
datasets, and model commons)
Lower-capacity Wworkforce
contexts transitions

Prioritize affordable
connectivity and
essential services



Evaluate starting points

STEP WHAT TO DO

Set the frame Build an inclusive Al
ecosystem

Diagnose Identify binding

readiness constraints, set
targets

Two levers Strengthen

foundations

Build and scale Move from pilots to
systems

Include and Hardwire inclusion

measure and track outcomes

KEY ELEMENTS

Infrastructure, talent, rules, incentives, partnerships,
cooperation

Clear metrics, baseline assessment, priority reforms and
investments

Hard: internet, power and cooling, devices and compute,
secure cloud and data.
Soft: skills, institutions, governance and safeguards

Coverage and affordability, connect schools and clinics,
sustainable financing, startup and R&D support, sandboxes,
data readiness, regional collaboration

Rights and oversight, time bound targets with budgets, monitor
access, usage, failures, appeals, disaggregate by groups



Tailor roadmaps to capacity levels

CAPACITY

Lower

Transitional

Higher

OBJECTIVE

Basic access,
affordability

Inclusive adoption at
scale

Governance,
competition, public
goods

PRIORITIES

Connectivity, power, devices, low-cost payments and digital ID.
Offline-capable Al for frontline services, intermittent network
design, humans in the loop. Minimum safeguards, procurement
integrity, simple redress. Literacy at scale, targeted support.
Sustainable financing, light inclusion dashboard, regional
standards to avoid lock in.

Move from pilots to systems. Close coverage and quality gaps.
Build skills, funding and regulation. Standardize data governance
and procurement. Avoid vendor lock-in, grow domestic talent
and institutional capacity.

Steward safe innovation at scale. Strengthen safeguards,
security and sustainability. Promote competition, limit spillovers
and lock-in. Shape regional rules, share capabilities, build
regional public goods others can adopt.




Operationalize by sector

BUCKET SECTOR OPPORTUNITY SAFEGUARDS
People and Health Better diagnosis, triage, Privacy,
opportunity treatment, telemedicine interoperability,
human judgment,
recourse
Education Personalised learning, Data protection,
feedback, translation, dropout teacher training,
detection bias control
Finance More inclusion, better credit  Fair lending,
and fraud detection, SME explainability,
matching appeals, human

oversight

WHAT TO TRACK

Accuracy, access,
waiting times,
equity gaps, trust

Learning outcomes,
equity gaps, dropout
rates

Access, pricing,
complaint rates,
disparate impact



Operationalize by sector

BUCKET SECTOR OPPORTUNITY SAFEGUARDS WHAT TO TRACK
Food, cities, Agriculture and Better forecasts, advisories, Localisation, Yields, incomes,
planet fisheries market links, resource sustainability resilience,
management safeguards distribution
Urban and Traffic and transit optimisation, City data Service quality,
transport maintenance, citizen services governance, privacy, safety, access for all
bias audits,
accessibility
Biodiversity and Early warning, risk modelling, Data governance, Losses avoided,
climate grid efficiency, conservation transparency, local resilience,
control emissions,
biodiversity

outcomes



Operationalize by sector

BUCKET SECTOR OPPORTUNITY SAFEGUARDS
Institutions Public services  Faster services, better Transparency,
that work  and governance targeting, anomaly detection, multilingual access,
engagement disclosure, humans
in loop
Security and Case management, translation, Due process, rights,
justice forensics, limited analytics strict limits,

accountability

WHAT TO TRACK

Processing times,
errors and appeals,
inclusion, trust

Error and overturn
rates, rights
compliance, trust
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