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Sate and local govern-
ments, nonprofits, and the
private sector could be
called upon to assume
greater responsibility to
help close the gapsin
technology use.

Why is the use of computers
and the Internet important?

policy notes

on issues of importance to Kentucky 3 future

Digital Divide Persists Despite Rising Technology Use
Contact Michael Childress at 502-564-2851 or at: michael.childress@lrc.state.ky.us

The tools of the Information Age continue to spread throughout our homes, schooals,
and workplaces despite the dot-com debacle and NASDAQ decline over the last two
years. The enduring importance of information technology is illustrated by the contin-

ued expansion of Internet hosts'
(Figure 1) and rising computer
(Figure 2) and Internet use (Figure
3).? While computer and Internet
use is “increasing for people re-
gardless of income, education, age,
race, ethnicity, or gender,”* a digi-
tal divide persists, especially along
income and education lines. For a
variety of reasons, access to and
utilization of computers and the
Internet are important. Nonethe-
less, the federa government ap-
pears to be curtailing its efforts to
bridge the digital divide.* Conse-
quently, state and local govern-
ments, nonprofits, and the private
sector could be called upon to as-
sume greater responsibility to help
close the gaps in technology use.

Labor economists have linked
higher wages—and rising wage
inequality—to using a computer
on the job.> Recently this notion
has been challenged, but even
these authors hasten to point out
that they are not saying “recent
technological changes have had no
effect on the structure of wages.”®
Other economists have written
about economic benefits besides
wages, “such as increased conven-
ience, a wider range of choices,
and the opportunity to acquire
products customized to their speci-
fications.”” In this vein, the U.S.
General Accounting Office (GAQO)
notes that concerns over the digital
divide have arisen because “the
Internet offers Americans a gate-
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FIGURE 2
Computer Use From Any Location, KY and US
(3 years old and older)
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FIGURE 3
Internet Use From Any Location, KY and US
(3 years old and older)
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way to a vast array of content and applications, and is expected to become a primary
medium for communications, commerce, and education, and entertainment in the 21st
century.”® Asthe GAO reports, “The Internet also makes it easier for citizens to interact O
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Who ison the
wrong side of the
digital divide?

Conclusion

with the government.” Thisis borne out by findings FIGURE 4
from a Pew report: “Fully 68 million American Computer Use by Family Income
adults have used government agency Web sites—a (Ksntuckians 3 ye!rs old anltli older)
sharp increase from the 40 million who had used
government sites in March 2000.”° Among those| 100%
polled by Pew, over half use government Web sites| 80% /,V./El
to get tourism information, do research for work or | 60%
school, obtain government forms, or learn about| 4q9, W/V —0—2001|
government services or public policy issues. Gov-| g, —A—1997|
ernments and taxpayers benefit from growing 0%
Internet use. . For example, it costs the Kentucky Less Than ' $20,000 to ' $35,000 to ' $60,000 and '
Revenue Cabinet about $1.62 to process a paper ta1>(<) $20.000 $34.999 $59.999 Over
return, compared to $.43 for an electronic return.
Thus, a large population on the wrong side of the
digital divide holds incal culable consequences. FIGURE 5

Internet Use by Educational Attainment
Despite the rising use of computers and the Inter- (Kentuckians 25 years old and older)
net, our analysis shows a clear digital divide in| 100%
Kentucky based on income, education, and age (see| 80% +——g— 2001 ‘n) —T1
Figures 4 and 5, and Table 1). For example, Ken-| 50 1_{—A—1907 r/
tuckians in the highest income group are 2.6 times 0% ,_/ X
more likely to use a computer than those in the low- ’ /"’ /A—, =
est income group and 3.3 times more likely to use| 20% —Dc//ﬁ/r
the Internet. And Kentuckians with a bachelor’'s| 0% - - T T T )
degree are 1.7 times more likely to use a computer Lessthan HS Diploma  Some Bachelor  Graduate
than those with a high school diploma or GED, and HS College Degree
are 2 times more likely to use the Internet. Findly, m—

younger Kentuckians are much more likely to access and
use these technologies. Thus, the “information haves’ tend
to be younger, better educated, and wedlthier, while the
“information have-nots’ tend to be older and have less edu-
cation and income. However, these ratios were generally
smaller in 2001 compared to 1997, indicating a narrowing
of the digital divide.

The future challenge for policymakers will be to monitor
the size and consequences of the digital divide. Given the
recent elimination of two federal programs designed to pro-
vide computer and Internet access to low-income and rural
communities,”* state and local governments, nonprofits,
and the private sector may be called upon to assume greater
responsibility to help close the gapsin technology use.

"Hosts are computers (e.g., mainframes, minicomputers, or workstations) con-
nected to the Internet. “These data from the Current Population Survey (CPS)
show computer and Internet use from any location (i.e., home, school, work, or
other). The CPS is a monthly survey of about 50,000 households conducted by
the Bureau of the Census. Refer to <http://www.bls.census.gov/cps/cpsmain.
htm> for detailed information. *National Telecommunications and Information
Administration and Economic and Statistics Administration, A Nation Online:
How Americans are Expanding Their Use of the Internet (Washington: U.S.
Department of Commerce, 2002), <http://www.ntia.doc.gov/ntiahome/dn/
anationonline2.pdf>. “Norris Dickard, “ Federal Retrenchment on the Digital
Divide: Potential National Impact,” Policy Brief, Benton Foundation, Washing-
ton, D.C., 1 (2002) <http://mww.benton.org/policybriefs/briefOl.pdf>. °A.B.

Computer and Internet Use in Kentucky, 1997 and 2001
(Percentage of Individuals Age 3 and Older)

Computer Use Internet Use
Oct. 1997 | Sept. 2001 | Oct. 1997 | Sept. 2001

Total Population 52 62 17 53
Income

Less Than $20,000 31 33 9 23

$20,000 to $34,999 47 55 12 45

$35,000 to $59,999 64 72 21 63

$60,000 and Over 7 87 33 7
Education

Less than HS? 7 13 1 13

HS Diploma? 33 48 9 40

Some College? 62 67 17 63

Bachelor? 73 80 34 79

Graduate Degree? 70 86 39 83
Race

White (non-Hispanic) 52 63 18 54

Black (non-Hispanic) 51 61 9 49
Residence

Non-Metro 48 61 16 53

Metro 56 64 18 54
Age

3t08 72 78 5 36

9t0 17 93 95 37 76

18t0 24 59 63 26 64

251049 52 68 19 63

50 and Older 24 37 5 34
Gender

Female 54 62 15 54

Male 50 63 19 52
Source: KLTPRC analysis of U.S. Bureau of the Census, Current Population Survey.
Note: 2Age 25 and older.
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