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Information Equity and the Digital Divide 

In addition the preservation benefits of collection digitization, it is also widely recognized 

to be socially beneficial, as it facilitates increased access to and interaction with information 

(ALA, 2014; Chepesiuk, 2001; Hirtle, 2002). For example, the Rare Books and Manuscripts 

Section of a division of the American Libraries Association states in its Principles for Digital 

Content that “digital collections democratize and enhance access to information” (ALA, 2014), 

especially information that is scarce or unique. Likewise, when major research libraries were 

beginning to digitize their special collections at the beginning of the century, the move was 

lauded for extending hitherto limited accessibility beyond on-site visitors, giving researchers 

better access to rare materials, and creating new users (Chepesiuk, 2001). Chepesiuk (2001) 

quotes one university librarian who states, “The Internet is opening the way for people wherever 

they are…to receive and use material that was previously reserved for the few” (p. 54) and 

another who says, “More people are coming to our Web site than into our building” (p. 56). 

While these benefits are not disputed, they presume access to contemporary technology 

and an ability to use it effectively. Thus, it is crucial to consider such developments within the 

context of differential access to and use of digital information and resources, a problem broadly 

known as the “digital divide.” More specifically, it is important to think about the possibility that 

such technological developments, in this larger context, might exacerbate inequities by widening 

the gap between the so-called “information-rich” and “information-poor” (Chowdhury, 2002; 

van Dijk, 2005; Stevenson, 2009). In this paper, I aim to consider these issues by reviewing 

literature on the digital divide.  First, I broadly discuss the history and development of the 

concept as well as its criticisms. Then, I focus more specifically on issues associated with the 

digital divide within the United States. Finally, I consider its significance and implications for 

library and information studies, practices, institutions, and beyond. 
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Digital Divide 

As the rather amorphous concept of digital divide has come to encompass an increasingly 

complex set of issues over the past two decades, there is no single definition that has been agreed 

upon (Stevenson, 2009).  However, as Cohron (2015) points out, West (2011) offers the 

following concise yet sufficiently broad definition: “The digital divide is a simplistic phrase used 

to explain the gap between people who can easily use and access technology, and those who 

cannot” (p. xxiv). As I discuss below, the digital divide concept has evolved from its original 

usage, in which it was framed simply as an issue of access to information and communication 

technology (ICT), to its current more complex conceptualizations. 

Origins: A Concern with Access / the “Haves” and “Have-Nots” 

Although the precise origin of the term “digital divide” is not clear (Mossberger et al., 

2004), the broad issue it represents was brought to the fore in a series of reports produced 

between 1995 and 2000 by the National Telecommunications and Infrastructure Administration 

(NTIA) (Jaeger, Bertot, Thompson, Katz, & DeCoster, 2012; Kinney, 2010, Mossberger et al., 

2004). Following on the heels of the development of a more publicly-accessible Internet through 

a graphically-based web browser in 1994, these reports, entitled Falling Through the Net: A 

Survey of the ‘Have Nots’ in Rural and Urban America, highlighted disparities in access to 

personal computers and the Internet in the US (Jaeger et al., 2012; Kinney, 2010; Mossberger et 

al., 2004). The use of the term “digital divide” to describe this issue of inequity became popular 

after it appeared in the NTIA’s 1998 report (Mossberger et al., 2004). These reports called 

attention to the fact that, despite an overall increase in access to the Internet and computers, 

certain groups were gaining access much more quickly (Cohron, 2015; West, 2011); as such, 
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they observed in 1999 that “the haves [only became] more information-rich in 1998, while the 

have-nots [lagged] even further behind” (Cohron, 2015, 79).  

Although the reports identify income and education as the chief elements contributing to 

the digital divide (Cohron, 2015), other factors complexly related to socioeconomic status were 

also emphasized, including race, age, cognitive and physical ability, and geographic location 

(Cullen, 2001; Kinney, 2010; Mossberger, Tolbert, & Stansbury, 2004; Servon, 2002; Stevenson, 

2009). More specifically, numerous research and policy papers at the time identified traditionally 

underserved (and often overlapping) demographic groups as being particularly disadvantaged – 

groups such as racial and ethnic minorities, unemployed individuals, people on low incomes, 

people with low literacy levels, people in rural areas, people with disabilities, migrant groups, 

elderly people, and women and girls (Cullen, 2001; Jaeger et al., 2012). Although some 

disparities have disappeared or lessened since the late 1990s (e.g. between men and women in 

the US), many others remain or have simply shifted (Kinney, 2010). Furthermore, there has been 

a growing consensus that these disparities not only reflect existing inequities, but may also serve 

to reproduce and exacerbate them (Chowdhury, 2002; van Dijk, 2005; Kinney, 2010; Stevenson, 

2009).   

Thus, these telecommunications research reports played a significant role in calling 

attention to the issue of disparity in access to ICT and in popularizing the term “digital divide” 

(Jaeger et al., 2012).  As such, at the end of the 1990s, it “was suddenly put on the agenda of 

public, political, and scholarly debate, starting in the United States and spreading to Europe and 

the rest of the world” (van Dijk, 2005, p. 1). Because the prevailing discourse around the digital 

divide had established the issue as one of access to technology, policy implemented to address 

the issue followed suit. For example, the 1996 Telecommunications Act included the E-rate 
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program, which provided libraries and schools in poor areas with lower rates for wiring and 

Internet access (Cohron, 2015; Mossberger et al., 2004).  

A Developing Concept: Beyond Access 

More recently, however, many have identified this focus on access to technology as 

simplistic and myopic, resulting in equally narrow policies, program failures, and misspent 

money (Bertot, 2003; Mossberger et al., 2004; Servon, 2002; Stevenson, 2009); although the 

divide is closing between those who have access to ICT and those who do not as it becomes 

more widespread, gaps still remain “between those who possess the resources, education, and 

skills to reap the benefits of the information society and those who do not” (Servon, 2002, p. 4). 

Thus, there is a concern about “the possibility of increasing access without actually decreasing 

inequalities” (Kinney, 2010, 113).  

As such, there has been a growing consensus that “the concept of the digital divide has to 

be reframed” (van Dijk, 2005, 3) and considered as a multifaceted issue that encompasses not 

only access to ICT, but also economic conditions, telecommunications infrastructure, and 

information and digital literacy  (Kinney, 2010) – in short, it should be conceived of and treated 

as a sociopolitical problem rather than a technological one (van Dijk, 2005). 

There has been a particular emphasis on digital literacy (Cohron, 2015), or the ability to 

“locate, evaluate, and use digital information” (Jaeger et al., 2012), as a crucial contributing 

factor to the digital divide. Cohron (2015) points out that although the access divide is narrowing, 

the digital literacy divide is deepening. One aspect of digital literacy is information literacy, or 

the “ability to recognize when information is needed, find, and evaluate the information, and use 

it effectively” (Jaeger et al., 2012, 5-6).  Without training or assistance in the use of digital 

technology and services, mere access, while an important step, is insufficient.  



INFORMATION EQUITY AND THE DIGITAL DIVIDE 6 

Thus, the issues of digital and information literacies point to broader, complexly 

intertwined socioeconomic issues undergirding the digital divide. Indeed, some further criticize 

the concept for “ignoring broader social problems” (Warshcauer, 2003, p. 6) and for placing 

“responsibility for social and economic success in the emerging global information economy at 

the level of the individual and not the system, effectively foreclosing on any class-based analyses 

of the problems” (Stevenson, 2009, 1). Furthermore, dichotomous terms associated with the 

concept of digital divide (e.g.  “information rich” and “haves” versus “information poor” and 

“have-nots”) inaccurately suggest a binary division between these groups, rather than varying 

degrees of access to and use of ICT (Warschauer, 2003). 

 

Digital Divide(s) in the US 

Although the digital divide is often thought of on a global level between economically 

rich and poor countries, disparities are equally prevalent within countries, including the US. In 

his discussion of studies on the digital divide in the US, special collections librarian Bo Kinney 

(2010) of the Seattle Public Library notes that although “people in all categories of income, race, 

ethnicity, and language have seen an increasing access to technology over the past two decades, 

these increases have not affected everyone in the same way” (p. 107) and disparities persist. 

Rather than using the concept of one digital divide, he refers to multiple and notes that new ones 

open as new technologies emerge. He also notes that although significant racial disparities have 

been observed, “most of this difference could be explained by income” (p. 109), and therefore 

prioritizes addressing economic and educational disparities. 
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Importance for Library and Information Studies, Practices, and Institutions 

Can Libraries Narrow the Divide? 

Libraries and public schools were identified very early on as important institutions for 

helping to address the digital divide (Cohron, 2015, Kinney, 2010). The 1995 NTIA report 

explicitly establishes them as points of access to ICT for the general public (Cohron, 2015), and 

Al Gore “suggested that public libraries could serve as a ‘safety net’ in providing Internet access” 

while Bill Clinton “declared his intention ‘to connect every classroom…every library…in 

America to a national information super-highway” (Kinney, 2010, p. 106).  

Although only a small percentage of the national population uses library computers, there 

is ample evidence that those who do so tend to be digitally disadvantaged (Kinney, 2010). Not 

only do such individuals use library computers more frequently, but they also tend to rely on 

them as their only point of access to the Internet (Kinney, 2010).  Indeed, when the New York 

Public Library surveyed patrons who used NYPL computing services in 2008, 67% reported that 

they used the library because it was the only place they could access the Internet (West, 2011). 

Furthermore, public libraries serve as access points not only for technology, but also for 

education and training on how to use that technology (Jaeger et al., 2012).  Craven (2011) argues 

that libraries “can play a role in enhancing information literacy skills and motivate people to use 

ICTs…in ways that are meaningful to them rather than simply providing access…by providing 

appropriate support and user education” (p. 113). Craven further emphasizes the importance of 

training staff as well as users, and ensuring that new LIS professionals enter the workforce with 

appropriate skills in this area. Salinas (2003) even identifies the ways in which collection 

development can help address the digital divide, stressing the importance of providing access to 

a variety of content databases and other resources that reflect the needs and interests of 

underserved populations. 
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Thus, for those most affected in a negative way by the digital divide, the public library 

represents one of the few potential points of access to technology, education, and resources; they 

are “relied on more than any other cultural institution to overcome the digital divide, teach digital 

literacy, and foster digital inclusion” (Jaeger et al., 2012, p. 14). As Cohron (2015) points out, 

this is a rather heavy burden to bear, especially considering disparities also exist within and 

among library systems, which are themselves embedded in the broader socioeconomic issues that 

shape the digital divide. 

Obstacles for Libraries   

 In their effort to provide instruction on and access to digital information and resources, 

public libraries face many challenges (Jaeger et al., 2012). For example, despite ubiquitous 

reports of an increase in the use of (expensive) technology, instruction, and online resources, and 

thus an increase in demand on library staff and resources, these are met with a simultaneous 

decrease in library funding (Jaeger et al. 2012).  Furthermore, resource inequities exist between 

and within library systems on global and local scales.  

 Globally, Chowdhury (2002) stresses that poor countries “are lagging behind in digital 

library research and development due to the digital divide” (p. 379), not only because of 

difficulty accessing basic ICT and Internet service, but also because significant investments in 

intellectual and financial resources are required. Research and development is further inhibited 

by poor facilities, lack of trained manpower, and low digital/information literacy levels 

(Chowdhury, 2002). Thus, many users in poor countries “are being deprived of digital library 

services” (p. 379). On a more local level, Kinney (2010) points out that disparities in the 

availability of technological and instructional resources exist not only among library systems, but 

also between branches within those systems: “Library resources can be unevenly distributed 

among communities within the system due to differing levels of community advocacy; private 
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residents in wealthier communities can augment library-provided resources; and commercial 

entities may be more likely to support communities with more economic power” (p. 120). This 

demonstrates not only the breadth of disparities associated with the digital divide, but also, again, 

that it is not simply an issue of access to technology (although that is a crucial element). 

 

Conclusion 

Thus, although the public library is seen as one of the primary institutions to address 

disparities associated with the digital divide, such an approach seems insufficient if we consider 

the broader sociopolitical context in which libraries are embedded. Not only do libraries 

themselves feel the effects of the digital divide, but their own use of certain technological 

developments (e.g. collection digitization), which are rightly seen as largely positive as they 

create the potential for the democratization of information and appear to be tending toward 

equality, also have the potential to further entrench existing inequities.    

As Servon (2002) states: “The digital divide is…a symptom of a much larger and more 

complex problem – the problem of persistent…inequality” (p. 2). While I do not at all intend to 

suggest that efforts by public libraries to help ameliorate these symptoms are futile, I believe it is 

important to understand the larger context in which information institutions operate. Furthermore, 

it seems that to more effectively address the digital divide, the onus cannot be placed solely on 

public libraries (and schools); these must be one part of a broader overall strategy for the 

expansion and enrichment of public services and the recognition of freedom of information as a 

central human right. 
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