DIGITAL DIVIDE

An Overview

This concept has several meanings but in general it is the economic disparity among people in terms of their use of technology.  The technology can be basic (telephones, radio, television) or cutting edge (smartphones, tablets, computers, Internet).  Generally speaking, those who have access to technology are the “information haves;” those who don’t have access are the “information have nots.”

An important distinction between “haves” and “have nots” should be noted.  In some cases affluent people want access to technology but it doesn’t exist where they live.  In other cases the technology doesn’t exist and the people have no means to pay for it anyhow.

For example, in rural parts of America where the population is small and there isn’t much manufacturing, residents may want and be willing to pay for high speed Internet access, but the infrastructure doesn’t exist because there isn’t sufficient financial return for service providers to build it.

On a worldwide basis, many third world countries lack basic necessities such as adequate housing, running water or electricity.  Such populations tend to be less literate than people in more developed countries.  Not only do they not have access to technology, or a means to pay for it, but they might not even be aware of the benefits of it.  Therefore, the growing gulf between the technology capabilities of developed versus developing nations is what is meant by the term, global digital divide.
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A word about the pipeline that delivers digital information. In the early days of the Internet all data was transmitted through telephone lines.  You may remember dial-up access, which was slow and built on a first-come, first-serve basis.  As the demand for faster service increased, improved technologies evolved (like DSL, ISDN and T1 lines).  Eventually broadband became the high-tech backbone of the world’s digital communication system.  Imagine the cross section of a telephone line; it is small like the red O to the left.  Compare it to the large, red broadband O. 

The bigger the pipeline, the more data it can accommodate.  Most people want broadband access because it allows them faster access to the Internet. 

