


Principles of Sociology:

 Societal Issues 
& Behavior



Societal Issues & Behavior The Digital Divide

325

The Digital Divide
access is immense. While in developed countries 
it is perfectly normal for more than half of house-
holds to own computers, in many developing na-
tions it may be nearly impossible to find more than 
two people out of a hundred who own a computer. 
This disparity became the topic of two World Summit 
on the Information Society conferences hosted 
by the United Nations in Geneva and Tunis (2003, 
2005) as well as a series of further related events. 
The continuing aim of these conferences, whose re-
ports can be found online, is to find workable solu-
tions for bridging the international digital divide. In 
the same spirit, a group of faculty members of the 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) began 
an initiative called One Laptop per Child, which 
builds inexpensive, rugged, energy-efficient laptop 
computers and distributes them to children in 
countries such as Uruguay, Rwanda, and Mongolia. 
These computers enable teachers worldwide to 
better educate children about technology and their  
world.

But the term “digital divide” does not just de-
scribe a global disparity. Within developed nations, 
too, access to information technology can be un-
equal, and this inequality’s effects are becoming in-
creasingly grave. Within the United States itself, at-
tempts have been made to bridge the gap in Internet 
access, including trying to regulate the companies 
supplying this access. In 2011, one of the nation’s 
largest Internet providers, Comcast, released a 
product called Internet Essentials as part of a Federal 
Communications Commission mandate issued 
upon the company’s acquisition of NBC Universal. 
Internet Essentials, priced at ten dollars per month, 
was designed to allow low-income families the ability 
to purchase an affordable subscription (Anderson, 
2014). While many argued that the company did 
not make a genuine effort to reach out and market 
this product and initially included too many restric-
tions, leading to a minimum impact, Comcast did 
loosen one of the eligibility requirements and ran a 
special back-to-school promotion for the program in 
2014 (Fung, 2014). As information technology con-
tinues to pervade everyday life and the job market, 
those without access are left further and further  
behind.

ABSTRACT

Information and communication technology (ICT) 
has pervaded almost every aspect of society, from 
dating and the labor market to governance and shop-
ping. However, not every member of society has been 
successfully integrated into the information society. 
The increasing isolation of those suffering from this 
digital inequality continues to deepen the divide. While 
information technology persists in conquering ever 
more aspects of social life, the new form of inequality 
is affecting the social and economic prospects of those 
left without ICT knowledge or access. Without access 
to digital information or resources, these people face a 
digital divide that sociologists are working to overcome.

OVERVIEW

The term digital divide rose to fame in the mid-nineties,  
predominantly due to its use by Vice President Al Gore 
in a 1996 speech. Originally, it referred to the distribu-
tion of personal computers in American households. 
With the turn of the century, however, the question of 
Internet access became a crucial aspect of the debate 
in the United States and around the world.

In its simplest explanation, one could say that the 
digital divide represents the division between people 
with and without access to and practical knowledge 
about modern technology, specifically the Internet 
and technology categorized as information tech-
nology (IT). But further elaboration is, of course, ne-
cessary. There exists, for example, a digital divide be-
tween developed and underdeveloped countries, for 
example the difference in available digital resources 
between the U.S. and Ethiopia. Pick and Azari have 
analyzed the effects of IT usage in 71 developing and 
developed countries to specifically identify steps that 
can be taken to help developing countries in their 
progress (2008). They have also managed to elab-
orate on the effects that investment and information 
technology has on a country’s progress.

IT Access
In a global perspective, the difference between de-
veloped and developing nations in regard to IT 
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Causes of the Digital Divide
The causes behind the national digital divide are 
manifold. Poverty and social class are issues that 
come into play even within the most developed na-
tions. These issues can be described in terms of access 
to cultural capital or symbolic capital, a theoretical 
conception originally formulated by French sociolo-
gist Pierre Bourdieu (1986). According to Bordieu’s 
model, members of a lower social class have little or 
no opportunity to acquire the traits, habits, or infor-
mation necessary to accomplish a rise in status, in-
come, class, or livelihood. In the worst cases, a lack 
of information, which is increasingly available only 
online, would bar these classes from informed partic-
ipation in civic life and democracy.

In the case of the digital divide, a lack of cultural 
capital would make it much harder for children 
born into low socioeconomic classes to gain the 
knowledge necessary to command information tech-
nology. Possessing this command, according to the 
Bourdieu theory, is a necessary form of capital if one 
is to be a part of modern society, which increasingly 
relies on the use of technology such as email and 
Internet videophones. From arranging a date to se-
curing job information to handling client agendas, 
the demands of everyday private and professional 
life require not only the capability to use informa-
tion technology but also the ability to do so with ease.

From the point of view of those already fluent in 
the use of this technology, it may seem very simple to 
be able to handle technology. But even something as 
simple as reading a website and finding its significant 
content requires a thorough initiation.

Media-Multitasking
The requirements have reached a level designated as 
media-multitasking. Successfully performing a var-
iety of simultaneous tasks, such as coordinating ac-
tivities on a cell phone while simultaneously surfing 
the Internet, requires a great deal of prior learning. 
Further, the learning process for such habitual rou-
tines is fairly time-consuming and gets harder with 
the increased age of the learner.

Therefore, we have to think of other factors be-
sides mere class status when considering the dig-
ital divide, such as those of age and generation. 
Elderly people often have difficulty adjusting to swift 
changes in technology. The two major problems they 
are facing, even when they are presented with access, 

are a) their own fear or resentment, and b) a form 
of technological illiteracy. As Foehr and Roberts have 
argued, reading web content requires a multitude 
of learned skills (2008). For those who weren’t edu-
cated into this cultural technique at an early age, the 
learning process can be long and difficult.

Symbolic-Capital Theory
The symbolic-capital theory applies in these cases, 
too. Consider the following analogy: buying into 
a fledgling market requires only a small amount of 
start-up capital, but once a market has gained mo-
mentum, it becomes much more difficult and re-
quires an ever higher margin of investment to buy 
into it. It is the same with IT. If a person has not 
grown up within the development of the technology, 
then more effort and more symbolic capital will be 
required of them in order to obtain even a moderate 
amount of technological knowledge.

In other words, those on the losing side of digital 
inequality will face a widening gap between them-
selves and the technologically literate as well as an in-
creasingly steep learning curve as they try to catch up.

This effect is visible in the impact that Internet 
use has on U.S. workers, as Paul DiMaggio and Bart 
Bonikowski (2008) have shown. Just demonstrating 
the ability to use Internet technology, whether at 
work or at home, has a significant positive impact on 
workers’ earnings and chances on the job market. 
The ability to use the Internet, symbolized, for ex-
ample, by possessing one’s own e-mail address, can 
not only serve as an indicator to employers that a 
worker is computer literate and therefore more em-
ployable but also enable workers to find better job 
opportunities.

In sum, it is necessary to shrink the digital divide, 
for knowledge of ICT must now be considered a con-
dition of participation not only in the labor market, 
but also within the political and social spheres in the 
forms of access to certain markets as well as govern-
ment services. However, ICT must not be seen as only 
a mechanism of exclusion. ICT can also be a means 
to empower those who have been excluded. Many 
citizens, previously barred from certain forms of pol-
itical and social participation, or, because of age or 
disability, dependent on others when it comes to ful-
filling certain administrative requirements, now have 
a chance at participation and independence through 
technology in the form of e-government. Even if this 
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goal is not equally realized across all U.S. states, as 
Rubaii-Barret and Wise have shown, efforts are being 
made all over the U.S. to ensure that more people 
have easy access to government information and ser-
vices (2008).

APPLICATIONS

Consumer Empowerment
Because spreading information about consumer 
products becomes more difficult in a globalizing 
market, consumer empowerment has become in-
creasingly important. Take the example of health 
care: a number of cheap generic medical products, 
for example, are only available through Internet 
sources. Studies, like one undertaken by Rains, 
have shown that Internet access and use can be pos-
itively correlated with personal health care (2008). 
Specifically, access to broadband Internet in correla-
tion with age and area of residence (whether rural 
or urban) are factors that contribute to personal 
health. In this regard, the promotion of personal 
health is negatively affected by digital inequality. On 
the other hand, though, access and use can be linked 
to better health as well as increased opportunities for 
social and economic participation. Enabling access 
to e-health is therefore a crucial factor to reduce the 
effects of digital inequality.

According to Matusitz and Breen, e-health now 
covers a wide range of fields. As an ever greater number 
of aspects of healthcare are relocated to the Internet 
(which increases digital inequality), the amount of 
actual discourse between patients and doctors is de-
creasing, making e-health an often problematic social 
transformation (2007). Notwithstanding, those on the 
down-side of digital inequality, who have less access to 
Internet technology or no accurate knowledge of how 
to use the Internet, are unable to access new develop-
ments in treatments or the comparative resources and 
support offered by patient groups.

E-Health
This question of e-health touches upon the basic ques-
tion of citizens as consumers, not only of healthcare 
products, but of products in general. Social participa-
tion has transformed in large part into consumption. 
Therefore, it can be said that in a global, political 
economy that is increasingly dominated by so-called 
multinational corporations, the remaining counter- 

power, as Ulrich Beck suggests, lies not so much in 
the hands of national governments, but in those of 
the consumers themselves, who ultimately decide 
which products they will buy (2008). The currency 
they use to exercise this power is information. The 
role of national governments, therefore, lies in en-
suring that consumers can obtain and distribute in-
formation about products and services. Nation-states 
must then create IT access for everyone, or bridge 
the digital divide, if they wish to restore the demo-
cratic power of the people.

One group of actors in particular is struggling with 
the new digital age and represents a special dimension 
of the digital divide: the print media. Newspapers, 
magazines, and journals have in the past been per-
ceived as the agents that upheld a system of critical 
control over political and commercial developments. 
But, faced with the free-floating information of the 
Web, print media have a hard time adapting. With 
every major paper now maintaining its own website, 
readers are beginning to question whether buying 
a paper at the newsstand is truly an efficient way of 
accessing up-to-date information. Further, with dwin-
dling sales and subscribers, the number of advertisers 
willing to financially support quality publishing is 
also decreasing.

The effect on journalism has been fairly grave, 
most importantly in the dimension of the quality. 
The quality of information (including contextual-
ization, critical perspectives, reliability, validity, and 
thoroughness of research) is one of the least ex-
plicitly discussed, yet most important, factors in the 
functioning of modern economies and political sys-
tems. To some commentators, iconic publications 
such as the New York Times and the New Republic have 
represented the shift from organized, in-depth edi-
torial content to providing more space for images 
in conjunction with coverage of popular trends and 
seemingly “innocuous trivia” (Hollander, 2014). The 
quality of information itself also contributes to the 
digital divide, since those who have access to or can 
afford high quality information can more easily in-
crease their activities and gains.

VIEWPOINTS

Bridging the Digital Divide
On the global scale, bridging the digital divide will 
be an effort that is wrought with conflict. One must 
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factor in questions of gender, ethnicity, race, and 
religion, all of which are addressed differently from 
one nation to another. In some countries, Internet 
access is regulated by the state, and content consid-
ered harmful, whether for political or ideological 
reasons, is banned. Governments often fear the 
Internet’s potential for aiding democratic and rev-
olutionary movements in spreading their ideas and 
creating a coherent power base. This fear was proven 
to be warranted when dissenters used the Internet to 
organize and report on massive protests during the 
Arab Spring uprisings that began in late 2010 and 
early 2011.

But at the same time, the progress of information 
technology itself makes it much harder to bridge this 
divide. More and more intricate Internet content de-
mands not only better hardware, but also ever faster 
broadband connections. Delivering these to every re-
gion in the world is an enormous challenge.

The circuits of modern societies are in a state of 
transformation in regard to time, space, and meaning. 
The shipping and transportation of material goods is 
of less importance than the access and distribution of 
information. These circuits constitute the economies 
of social relations in regard to questions of ethnicity, 
gender, social justice, etc. In the transformation of 
the circuits, the social relations are also being trans-
formed, as Lash and Urry predicted in their analysis 
of the “economies of signs and space” in 1994.

In summary, we are witnessing a profound change 
in the way our societies and democracies are func-
tioning. In 1962, the German sociologist and phi-
losopher Juergen Habermas published his ground-
breaking study The Structural Transformation of the 
Public Sphere. Habermas described the transforma-
tion of the bourgeois public sphere, which emerged 
in the eighteenth century, came to full bloom in 
the nineteenth century, and then fell into decline. 
Within this process of the rise and fall of a culture 
or form of public discourse, Habermas argued, were 
the two major social and political transformations 
that shaped modern western societies: the shift from 
a feudalistic society to a liberal public sphere on the 
one hand, and, on the other, yet another shift from 
the liberal bourgeois public discourse to the demo-
cratic social welfare state.

Following Habermas’s account, it can be 
argued that we are witnessing another structural 

transformation of the public sphere. The looming 
question for this transformation, which is of course 
reflected in the emergence of the public sphere of 
the digital age or information society, is the problem 
of mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion in par-
ticipation. Inclusion means herein the acquisition 
of cultural capital or the means to gain access to 
knowledge of the use of information technology. 
Exclusion describes either a lack of access, either 
through indigence or through intentional separa-
tion. Non-democratic regimes may find incentives 
for providing access only to a privileged few who 
are assumed to be loyal to the regime. Neo-Marxist 
critics, however, hold that even in democratic soci-
eties, forces exist that supposedly keep mechanisms 
of exclusion in place.

Several economic theorists subscribing to rather 
simple accounts of the digital divide often hold to 
theories of access, claiming that merely providing 
everyone with technology such as personal com-
puters and broadband connections will eventually 
solve the problem of exclusion. But studies like 
Habermas’s and Bourdieu’s have shown that just 
providing technological access is not enough to 
guarantee inclusion. Even in the nineteenth century, 
simply being literate was not sufficient for active civic, 
social, or political participation. In the same regard, 
owning a computer with Internet access is unlikely 
to solve the problems of poverty either globally or  
nationally. Additionally, the problems caused by the 
digital divide on the one hand, and by information 
technology itself on the other—for example, infor-
mation overload, invalid information distribution, 
identity theft, etc.—lead to a transformation of the 
political structure of modern societies themselves.

TERMS & CONCEPTS

Cultural Capital: The concept of cultural capital as a 
form of symbolic capital was made popular by French 
sociologist Pierre Bourdieu. In his work, Bourdieu 
showed that besides money, other forms of capital reg-
ulate access to social classes. Cultural capital comprises 
knowledge, network connections, and experiences.

Digital Divide: The difference in access to and prac-
tical knowledge of information technology, especially 
the Internet. The divide exists between  different 
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kinds of groups. Internationally, it describes the 
differences between developing and developed na-
tions. Within nations, it exists between rural and 
urban areas or between densely and sparsely popu-
lated areas that are of different economic interest to 
Internet service providers. Finally, it also exists be-
tween social classes.

Digital Inequality: A new form of inequality springing 
from the digital divide in which those denied access 
to or practical knowledge of information technology 
suffer from political, social, or economical disadvan-
tages as a consequence of that exclusion.

Digital Society: A form of society in which electron-
ically stored and processed information is a main 
constituent for the functions of society, replacing 
 material constituents (e.g. products of craftsman-
ship) in most sectors. Is contrasted with the analogue 
society, a form of society in which material objects 
constitute the main functions of society. The distinc-
tion stems from the distinction between analogue 
and digital components in information theory

E-Government: E-Government, also known as e-gov, 
digital government, or online government, refers to 
the government use of information and digitaltech-
nologies to promote the free exchange of political 
information, communication between citizens and 
government agencies, and the use of government 
services. Different branches of government have also 
used information technology internally in order to 
increase efficiency. Private citizens have also found 
e-government more convenient for using govern-
ment services or participating in political activities. In 
particular, people whose mobility is impaired by age, 
illness, or disability have been enabled to participate 
in the democratic process as well as independently 
work with government agencies.

E-Health: Healthcare that is supported by informa-
tion technology. This can take a variety of forms, from 
electronic medical records to health related websites 
for patients to surgeons using robot arms to operate 
from remote locations.

E-Learning: A form of education in which learning 
takes place through the use of computer technology. 

Among other things, it encompasses the integration of 
computer technology into the traditional classroom, 
online courses and online colleges, free online edu-
cation resources, and online corporate learning tools.

The concept of making knowledge freely avail-
able to everyone is a central tenet of the humanist 
ideal. E-learning, some say, can realize that promise 
by allowing everyone able to access the Internet 
to make use of e-learning resources. However, not 
all e-learning services are free. Online courses can 
come with high fees, and the quality of education 
available online, whether from commercial or non-
profit sources, is quite variable. Still, the goal of 
providing everyone with the opportunity for higher 
education, regardless of factors like social status 
or work schedules, may be realizable with Internet 
technology.

Generic Medical Products: Generic medical prod-
ucts are drugs that are produced without patent 
protection; their active agents are proven to be bio-
equally effective in comparison to their brand name 
counterparts.

Information & Communication Technology (ICT): 
Summary names for technologies such as the 
Internet, mobile phones, personal digital assistants 
(PDAs), and personal computers that allow users to 
manipulate and communicate information.

Information Society: A form of society in which the 
production, distribution, use, and conservation of 
knowledge and information is a main factor in all so-
cial aspects from the political and economic sectors 
to the cultural sector.
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