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What is the Digital Divide? 

The digital divide is a term to refer to the gap between individuals and groups who possess 

access to information technology and those who do not.  This is caused by those who do not have 

physical access to technology or possess the knowledge and skills to utilize it. 

 

What are the kinds of Digital Divide? 

There are four kinds of digital divide: economics, culture, gender and age.  

  Economic digital divide is probably the most common cause of the digital divide, which 

means that the individual lacks the monetary means to purchase technology.  According to a 

2009 survey by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA), 94% 

of households with incomes over $100,000 have broadband connection, while only 36% of 

households with incomes less than $25,000 possess broadband (eGov, 2010).  

The cultural digital divide refers to a certain ethnic group’s lack of access to or usage of 

technology.  According to the NTIA, 77.3% of Asian households have broadband connections 

compared to 68% of Caucasian households, 49.4% of African American households, 48.3% of 

Native American households and 47.9% of Hispanic households (eGov, 2010).  The differences 

between these numbers contain evidence about how certain ethnic groups utilize the Internet—

Caucasians for business and product purchases, blacks more for entertainment and spiritual 

growth and Asians for work research and political news (Schweikart, 2002). 

Gender is another factor in the margin of the digital divide, which features the gap 

between men and women and how they use technology.  The BT Group says that men are three 

times more likely to try and solve an IT problem themselves than women.  Women are also more 
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likely to store music, video and photo files on their home computer, compared to men who are 

more likely to store spreadsheets and documents (Garnham, 2007).  Because of lack of digital 

access, “Women’s ability to contribute fully towards shaping the development of the global 

knowledge, economy and society is usually constrained by many inequalities” (Conversations, 

2010), these include infrastructure, education and skills, language constraint, socio-cultural 

issues and financial resources and media limitations. 

Age causes a digital divide in which elderly citizens do not possess or utilize technology.  

According to Live Science, only 42% of those who were 65 and older are online.  In addition, the 

Phoenix Center for Advanced Legal & Economic Public Policy Studies reports that the senior 

citizens who spend time on the Internet cuts down depression among them by 20% (Wood, 

2009).   
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Introduction 

 The topic of this paper will be an analysis of the economic cause of the Digital Divide.  

The reason being is because money is the necessity of creating, developing, implementing and 

acquiring technology.  As I have stated, the lack of economic resources is perhaps the major 

cause of the digital divide between humans and technology.  My relation to this topic is how I 

was I privileged enough to grow up in an economically stable household to afford technology 

and learn about it.  I acknowledge and understand how the current economic instability relates to 

the lack of access to technology and what their effects can have to the progress of society and 

future of individuals. 

 

 Thesis 

For any and all businesses and organizations, access and skills to technology is a necessity in 

order for leaders and co-workers to communicate, cooperate and collaborate with each other, and 

most importantly, gaining notice from the public.  However, with the great demand for access 

and skills, comes the great demand for money, for technology is definitely not a free product.  

For those who live in countries where the digital divide is very broad, access to technology can 

only be seen as a luxury. 

a) Internationally 

 In many parts of the world, the digital divide is so broad that access to and skills with 

technology can be considered nonexistent to the economically marginalized groups.  Researchers 

at the University of Massachusetts developed a contemporary map of the global digital divide 

that provides a baseline measure of each country’s needed investment in Information and 
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Communication Technologies (ICT) in order to close the gap as it currently exists.  The map is 

divided into four tiers, rather than the simplistic two rich-poor and have-have nots.  In the top tier 

are all of the developed countries, but surprisingly, there are 18 countries that outperform the 

U.S. in Internet access and bandwidth availability.  In the second tier, Columbia and Uruguay top 

the list while Brazil, Russia and China are at the bottom of that cluster.  Lastly and not 

surprisingly, the African nations account for the lowest two tiers of the list (Interscience, 2011).  

There is a vast gap between the nations at the top of the first tier and those at the bottom of the 

fourth tier, which means that there is 63 times more access per capita to personal computers, 42 

times more internet users per capita and bandwidth is 25000 times better for the ones at the top 

than the ones at the bottom on average (Interscience, 2011).  Intel’s Chairman, Craig Barrett said 

about the digital divide in Africa, “You don't want to give a society clean water, but then say you 

can't have access to knowledge, education or economic development. If you do that, you are 

sentencing the next generation to living in poverty” (BBC, 2007).  While that statement is true, 

carrying it out through technology is easier said than done.  For example, if one wants to bring 

technology to Africa it can only be done in three steps.  First they need to establish international 

access by installing submarine cables going from the African coast all the way to the U.S., 

Europe and other countries.  The second step is switching from submarine to terrestrial cables for 

connection the big urban areas.  Finally they have to connect the small villages and individuals 

who live out in the rural areas (BBC, 2007).  On the other hand, the growth of new Internet users 

is growing, for 162 million (72%) of new users are from developing countries and while high-

speed Internet is not available for most people in poor countries, mobile telephony and basic 

Internet access is; for mobile networks now serve up to 90% of the world's population, and 3.8 

billion mobile subscribers in developing countries represent a majority of the world’s total of 5.3 
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billion (Ashling, 2010).  Rolling out broadband will be a tricky step, but these figures indicate 

how all around the world, people are willing to close the digital divide.  

b) Nationally 

 In the United States, there is a closing but significant Digital Divide between high-

income and low-income Americans.  According to the National Telecommunications and 

Information Administration, 64% of Americans have access to broadband.  According to the 

Commerce Department, the wealthy are 20 times more likely to have Internet access than the 

poor and that single parents, rural residents, Native Americans, Hispanics and African-

Americans may lack computer ownership and Internet access, and that urban inhabitants are 18 

times more likely to have Internet access than rural inhabitants (Koch, 2000).  Many socio-

economic factors also contribute to the digital divide between Americans.  In terms of education, 

84% with at least one college degree have broadband connections while only 28% of those who 

do not have a high-school diploma have connections.  On a geographic scale, 66% of urban 

households have access compared to the 55% of rural households.  As for ethnicity, 77.3% of 

Asians, 68% of Caucasians, 49.4% of African Americans, 48.7% of Native Americans and 

47.9% of Hispanics have Internet access (eGov, 2010).  Larry Irving, a former Commerce 

Department official who studied the digital divide said “Right now, there are millions of people, 

particularly in low-income areas, whose only affordable access to computers is at schools and 

libraries” (Koch, 200).  The FCC chairman Julius Genachowski said, “The digital divide is an 

opportunity divide -- it you can't get online, you can't compete in the digital economy” (eGov, 

2010).  One year ago, the FCC presented the National Broadband Plan, in which the goal was to 

provide 100 million Americans with high-speed broadband access at a minimum of 100 megabits 

per second, create broadband testbeds that are as fast or even faster than any other Internet 
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service provider in the world and increase the technology adoption rates of school from 60% to 

90%.  This is all in order to create jobs and spurn economic growth, to unleash new waves of 

innovation and investment and to improve education, health care, energy efficiency, public 

safety, and the vibrancy of this nation (Genachowski, 2010).  Even though this project is going 

incredibly slow, it is gaining considerable growth despite the repercussions of the recession, 

because in Janurary 2003 the International Telecommunication Commission reported there were 

11 million broadband subscribers, today there are more than 85 million (Ashling, 2010).  This 

National Broadband Plan is indeed a bold, innovative and ambitious step in order to solve these 

issues: extending the availability and lowering the costs of medical care and removing 

geographic barriers for patient treatment, provide children with a world class, 21
st
 century 

education, giving access to the global library and the digital skills they need for the future, make 

electric grids smart and efficient in order to provide Americans with the information they need to 

improve their homes and buildings and ensure that law enforcement and first-responders have 

cutting-edge, reliable communications technologies to respond to emergencies swiftly, 

efficiently and effectively (Genachowski, 2010).   

Reflection 

All my life, I’ve relied on technology and like many other things, I took it for granted.  I’ve 

watched many videos, played many games and toyed with lots of web features, but I have yet to 

understand the true functions behind them.  In school, technology is a major part of my learning 

because all of my professors expect me to have the knowledge and skills to do all of my projects 

with technology.  I grew up most of my life with a single mother, but we were able to afford 

computers and Internet connection and give me enough skills and aspiration to pursue a career in 
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technology.  Anyone can use technology, the access and the skills can easily cross over to 

economic, cultural, gender and age groups with the right implementation.   

 What has impressed the most about learning the Digital Divide in this class is watching 

the online PBS video with Queen Latifah.  It makes me more aware of how important technology 

is to the future of students and teachers and how many of them are affected by the digital divide. 

 What has impressed me the most about my service learning experience is how 

enthusiastic my supervisors of the Monterey Chapter of Surfrider Foundation are in 

implementing technology in order to spread their messages.  Even though some of the volunteers 

and even my supervisors seem to be not as well-versed in technology as I am, they wish to learn 

more about it and are willing to even turn to a young college student like me in order to utilize it.  

They have the fundamental knowledge about technology and the Internet and know enough 

about it to know how it can be an awesome tool for them to connect with the world and to pursue 

their ambitions.  

 The solutions in bridging the digital divide in the world are providing inexpensive 

technology and cheap, if not, free Internet access.  It hurts me knowing that we have the 

resources and abilities to spread technology access and skill to many parts of the country and the 

world, yet the lobbyists and the high-class want to keep marginalizing the ones who are deprived 

of that privilege all for the sake of their wealthy status quo.  That, along with the high demand of 

capital and the difficulty of transporting these technologies makes the dream of bridging the 

digital divide a more arduous task.  But soon, all will realize that in order to advance society and 

the human race in general, a world-wide system must be implemented in order to increase 

Internet usage and spread technological knowledge, and in turn, fill up the digital divide.    
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