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The Digital Divide

“Approximately half the world’s population – 46 percent – is not connected to 
the internet according to United Nations estimates, despite the fact that internet 

access is considered a fundamental enabler of human rights…”1

Digital Divide: the economic, 
educational, and social 
inequalities between those 
who have computers and 
internet access and those 
who do not 

(Warshauer, 2004)

1 https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/25/closing-digital-divide-critical-covid-19-response

https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/25/closing-digital-divide-critical-covid-19-response
https://www.hrw.org/news/2020/03/25/closing-digital-divide-critical-covid-19-response


Digital divide:  Visualized*
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* Expected trend if no intervention occurs for access; Not intended to be to scale but as a visual mechanism 



Digital divide:  Telehealth application
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Key Points
1. The challenge of the digital divide has been highlighted during the pandemic 

by the accelerated reliance upon technology

2. Rapid response and resourcefulness cannot be replacements for infrastructure 
development

3. Telehealth is one example of how access to healthcare can be increased, with 
intervention on closing the digital divide

4. Efforts moving forward , as we innovate, as we adapt, will benefit from adding 
meaningful attention to digital inclusion (access + literacy)



Thank you
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Taking Good Care

Thank you to our health care workers, volunteers, and all those helping 
on the front lines and behind the scenes - including sanitation, 

delivery, grocery workers.  

Differential impacts people of African Descent, Asian descent, women, 
persons with disabilities, LGBTQ+, undocumented, etc.

Social Distancing does not have to mean social isolation
innovative. There are new forms of Social (& all forms of) Inclusion 

Together!

Resources & Self-Care
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Silent Baby boomers Gen X Millennials Gen Z Gen Alpha
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Older Adult Populations by Country (2018 & 2050) 
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TransGenerational Digital Inclusion
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Source: Deloitte 2019
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21,699 Respondents

-Collaborative
-Sustainable

-Digital 

NYU
Female Founders

AI Institute
Aging Incubator

Entrepreneurial Labs
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Historical & Strategic Alignment =
+ Design & Framing – Asset, Learner (Growth), Universal
+ System, Digital, & Operational Alignment
+ Goal Alignment

Research
Bonus

Growth

Leadership, Digital 
Continuum, & Training 

Innovation & 
Sustainability 

Collaboration 
& Partnerships
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Thank you!
lisa.coleman@nyu.edu
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IDEA

Research
Questions

What digital options are available to 
poor, working class, and people of 
color?

Can the poor, working class, and 
people of color access the digital 
options that are available?

What is the quality of the digital 
options that are available to the poor, 
working class, and people of color? 

Do the poor, working class, and  
people of color face bias, micro-
inequities, or other barriers when 
they attempt to access the digital 
options that are available?

24
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PROBLEM

 The global crisis brought on by the coronavirus pandemic has pushed us further into a digital world.

 The coronavirus crisis has accelerated the development and adoption of digital solutions, tools, and services 
which is speeding up the global transition towards a digital economy.

 Those that do not have access are at risk of being left further behind as digital transformation accelerates.

 The pandemic has also exposed the wide chasm between the connected and the unconnected, revealing just 
how far behind the poor, working class, and people of color are in digital readiness.   

 The poor, working class and people of color are the most vulnerable to the human and economic consequences 
of the pandemic, and they also lag farthest behind in digital readiness.
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SIGNIFICANCE

• The pressing issue is figuring out what the poor, working class, and 
people of color will do when they do not have reliable high-speed 
internet access. 

• The digital landscape has not really changed for the poor, working 
class, or people of color since the last major global calamity - the 2008 
financial crisis. 
• Inequalities in digital readiness hamper the ability of large parts of 
American society to take advantage of technologies that help us cope 
with the coronavirus pandemic by staying at home.

• This situation has significant development implications that cannot be 
ignored. We need to ensure that we do not leave behind those who are 
less digitally equipped in a post pandemic world.
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LITERATURE REVIEW
There are positive trends emerging from the crisis that show the potential of the pandemic to digitally 
transform companies and communities, and country. 

In an effort to contain the coronavirus pandemic, businesses and governments have moved their operations 
and services online to limit physical interaction.

Digital platforms are also thriving as consumers seek entertainment, shopping opportunities and new ways of 
connecting during the crisis.

Digitalization has facilitated the proliferation of telemedicine, telework and online education. 

Emerging digital platforms are generating critical data on the virus and facilitating the exchange of research 
information. 

There has been a leap in teleworking and online conferencing, amplifying the demand for software like Teams, 
Skype, Webex, Go-To-Meeting,  Blue Jeans, Slack, Zoom, etc.

According to Big Tech companies like Microsoft, Cisco, Google, the number of people using their software for 
online collaboration has climbed nearly 40% since the start of the pandemic crisis. 



Methodology: Surveyed 13,348 LinkedIn Connections

Access Availability Affordability Equity

28
Asked them to share perceptions about the impact of the pandemic on the
poor, working class, and people of color in the four areas identified above. 



FINDINGS

No Access…
Only one in five people in Georgia’s 92 rural counties 
have access to the Internet.

Economic Exclusion
In half of Georgia’s rural counties, only 5% of the 
population currently buy goods or services online.

Follow The Money
Mobile data costs in some areas exceeds the monthly food 
budget for the poor, working class and people of color. 
.

Too Slow – Too Bad!
Over 62% of poor communities have low broadband 
quality which hampers their ability to use current digital 
tools and applications. 

1 in 5

5%

$150

2G

29
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FINDINGS (continued)

Colleges and universities who closed their campus libraries and computer 
labs, did so without a plan to help students who do not have internet 
access or who face other issues with remote learning.

In large metro areas with  the greatest number of confirmed cases of 
coronavirus, public libraries and cafes closed. 

For students from low-income backgrounds, attending virtual lectures and 
doing homework online was not just inconvenient, but almost impossible.

Public libraries in metro areas hit hardest by the pandemic closed,  which 
essentially eliminated a place for the poor, working class, and people of 
color to access the internet without cost. 

It’s the most marginalized people who are feeling the pandemic most 
intensely, and steps have to be taken to ensure equitable solutions are 
implemented.
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PUBLIC POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

The coronavirus pandemic has exposed fractures in the digital 
ecosystem that can be turned into opportunities.

More cities should follow Atlanta’s lead and explore e-commerce 
and other digital solutions that can help build local resilience to 
future global disruptions

The main public policy takeaway from this very limited analysis is 
that much more attention should be given to bridging existing 
and emerging digital divides to allow more poor and rural 
communities to take advantage of digitalization.

New policies and regulations are needed to ensure a fair 
distribution of the gains from the disruptions caused by the 
pandemic.

If left unaddressed, the gap between under-connected and 
hyper-digitalized communities will widen, thereby exacerbating 
existing inequalities.
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FINAL THOUGHTS

The digitally enabled world is working for some, but not 
equally or equitably for all.

Consequently, not everyone is ready to embrace a more 
digitized existence.

The consequences are likely to have lasting effects when 
the economy starts to pick up. 

Those that do not have access are at risk of being left 
further behind as digital transformation accelerates.

The poor, working class and people of color are the most 
vulnerable to the human and economic consequences of 
the pandemic, and they also lag farthest behind in digital 
readiness.
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Patient Generated Health Data in the Development Process

Unique 
Me
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3D
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Impact of 
Digital Divide:

 Slow clinical trial 
recruitment

 Improve patient 
centered trial 
design via “crisis 
management” 
necessity

 Need for 
(validated) 
behavioral and 
environmental 
evidence



NEXT STEPS FOR RESEARCH AND ACTION

• Invest in digital patient support programs that address the needs of underserved 
populations

• Track  and report digital health access and usage across SES categories to prevent 
worsening divides

• Focus on patient and HCP training in the deployment of new technologies, especially as it 
relates to security and privacy

• Develop workflows that allow clinical teams to engage with diverse patients across digital 
health platforms, such as telehealth.



RODRIGUEZ JA, CLARK CR, BATES DW. DIGITAL HEALTH EQUITY AS A NECESSITY IN THE 21ST 
CENTURY CURES ACT ERA. JAMA. PUBLISHED ONLINE MAY 28, 2020. 
DOI:10.1001/JAMA.2020.7858

OFFICE OF THE NATIONAL COORDINATOR FOR HEALTH INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY. THE 
ONC CURES ACT FINAL RULE. ACCESSED MAY 20, 
2020. HTTPS://WWW.HEALTHIT.GOV/SITES/DEFAULT/FILES/CURES/2020-
03/THEONCCURESACTFINALRULE.PDF

ANTHONY DL, CAMPOS-CASTILLO C, LIM PS. WHO ISN’T USING PATIENT PORTALS AND 
WHY? EVIDENCE AND IMPLICATIONS FROM A NATIONAL SAMPLE OF US ADULTS. HEALTH 
AFF (MILLWOOD). 2018;37(12):1948-1954. DOI:10.1377/HLTHAFF.2018.05117

Sources

https://www.healthit.gov/sites/default/files/cures/2020-03/TheONCCuresActFinalRule.pdf
http://dx.doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2018.05117
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