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Introduction
The term “digital divide” emerged in the 1990s to define inequalities in access to the
Information Communication Technologies (ICTs), framing it as a matter of having or not
having access to ICTs (Compaine 2001). The firsts empirical researches have shown how some
specific socio-demographic variables, such as employment status, income, education level,
geographic location, ethnicity, age, gender and family structure, influenced the access to the
ICTs, creating a digital gap or divide among citizens (domestic digital divide) or countries
(global digital divide). Such inequalities have widened during the years, despite the fact that
the World Summit on the Information Society, held in Geneva (2003) and then in Tunis (2005)
has stressed the idea that no one should be left out from the benefits offered by the information
society. The importance of the Internet as a pre-requisite for economic and social development,
has been further stressed by the United Nations in 2015 when the Internet has been included
among its goals for resolving the most persistent social and economic challenges of our time
(UN, 2015: 15). Indeed, in a digital enabled society, part of the human activities depends on
how we access, generate and process information. It is then worth asking how the phenomenon
of digital divide and digital inequalities has been approached and analysed by both scholars
and policy makers and how such approach has changed over the years. Hence, the aim of this
chapter is to discuss the change of perspectives in analysing and attempting to bridge the digital
divide, and reconceptualise this concept by offering a nuanced theoretical approach to analyses
the rise and persistence of digital inequalities.

In order to shed light on this issue, I shall draw on some of the most important researches that
have been carried out on this topic in the last two decades, exploring the rise of the digital

divide as a matter of public concern. The chapter will start by attempting to define the digital
divide, taking into account its multidimensionality and stressing how the apparently simple
matter of “accessibility” is a sophisticated phenomenon. The chapter will underline the
development of the digital divide by focusing on the shift from the first to the second level of
digital divide, discussing how researchers have moved their focus from inequalities in access
to inequalities in use, going beyond the black and white approach of “have” and “have not”.
The chapter will then introduce and discuss the third level of digital divide, seen as the social
and cultural benefits deriving from accessing and using the Internet, stressing how social and
digital inequalities are intertwined. Finally, some conclusion will be drawn and some
recommendations and further direction of future work will be also made.

The origin and the evolution of the digital divide

Although the digital divide is a relatively new phenomenon, research on the digital divide has
“created its own literature and [has] gained the reputation as a legitimate academic field”
(Wang, McLee and Kuo, 2011: 323). However, not only there is not a clear and commonly
accepted definition (Epstein et al., 2011; Stevenson, 2009), but it is impossible to identify with
any certainty the person (scholar or policy maker) who coined or used for the first time the
term “digital divide”. The term has been used in different way with different meanings. In 1995
Moore used this term to distinguish attitudes of pessimism or euphoria in the use of technology,
while in 1996, Gore used it to indicate the different chances for students to access and use
personal computers at school. This concept started to be used in relation to the gap in accessing
the ICTs by the US Department of Commerce’s National Telecommunications and Information
Administration (NTIA), in a series of “Current Population Surveys” in 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000,
2002 and 2004. The issue of digital divide has, therefore, gained importance as a policy issue.
These reports mainly referred to the socio-economic gap between communities with access to
computers and the Internet and those without, tracing the most important intergroup differences
related to the spread of access. These studies showed that low-income people, adults, women
and racial minorities had the lowest rate of computer ownership and Internet access, thus
creating a digital gap or divide across population. In order to bridge the gap in accessing the
ICTs earlier researchers and policy makers have adopted what we can define as the “telephone
approach”, which mainly focuses on the cost and diffusion of technologies, thus reflecting the
influence of traditional public policies on the universal spread of the telephone. In such
perspective, however, gaps and inequalities essentially referred to the difficulties encountered

by certain social categories or entire countries to access and use technologies. The phenomenon
of digital divide was reduced to a simple technological and economic issue, underestimating
the social consequences associated with the rise of the digital divide (Compaine, 1988). In this
vein, several researches and policy makers thought that the initial differences in access to ICTs
gradually disappear as a result of socio-economic processes: the levelling of access will be
possible thanks to the reduction of costs and simplification of interfaces. This approach, known
also as standardization, stresses the idea that citizens have different time of technology’s
adoption and the current gap will be gradually overcome as the technology will adapt itself to
the market (Thierer, 2000). Lower price and a much simpler interfaces, will eradicate the
problems surrounding the digital divide (Compaine, 1988, 2001).
However, framing the digital divide as a technological problem and as a matter of adoption,
means to ignore other variables such the overall socio-cultural, educational and political
background. Describing the digital divide as the simple difference between those who have a
personal computer and a connection to the Internet, and those who, not having this technology,
remain cut off from its possibilities, is what we can define as the first level of digital divide.
Such approach has characterized the early stage of its development (Hoffman and Novak, 1998;
Katz and Aspden, 1997). Presenting the digital divide as a form of inequality in access to ICTs
(Besser, 2004) and as a matter of absolute inequality in black and white terms, sounds
problematic (DiMaggio et al., 2001; Selwyn, 2004), and fails to understand its
multidimensionality (Warschauer, 2002) and the necessity to include others factors and
variables (Brandtzæg et al., 2011). Access to the Internet alone cannot determine neither how
much value users gain from the Internet, nor what users do online (Devaraj and Kohli, 2003;
Zhu and Kraemer, 2005). This dichotomous approach, obsolete in an era characterized by
extensive use of the Internet (Tondeur et al., 2011), may be useful to describe the adoption and
diffusion of ICTs, but it is useless to analyse the social, cultural, political and economic
inequalities at the base of the differences in accessing and using the Internet. Above all, such
binary approach fails in understanding how the unequal access and usage of ICTs not only is
based on already existing social inequalities, but it may also exacerbate them. Thus, what is
missing in the earlier researches is not only a nuanced theoretical approach (Ragnedda and
Muschert 2017), but also any attempt to analyse digital inequalities and their social
implications.

Beyond the dichotomous approach: the second level of digital divide

With the spread of the Internet, the theoretical panorama has expanded and the phenomenon of
digital divide has been reformulated in different ways (Sparks, 2013; Van Dijk, 2006). Scholars
and researches went beyond the black and white divide between two dichotomous groups that
can be clearly determined, by including other variables and aspects (Hargittai, 2000; Norris,
2001; DiMaggio et al., 2001; Castells, 2004; Rogers, 2003). The digital divide, as a complex
and sophisticated phenomenon (Hsieh at al. 2008; Okazaki, 2006), cannot be analysed only
from one point of view (access), reducing it merely to technological and economic factors. In
this vein, researchers have moved from the first level of digital divide, to a more sophisticated
and multidimensional second level, mainly based on the disparities in computer and Internet
usage (Attewell 2001; Dewan and Riggins 2005). This new level focuses not only on the
material access to the Internet, but also on the different uses of it. In fact, while the gap in
access to the Internet has progressively declined (reducing the first level of digital divide) the
technological usage results in an increasing divide between users (Hilbert et al., 2010), since
the benefits derived are not commonly experienced by everybody (Howard, Busch, and Sheets,
2010; Ono and Zavodny, 2008). This new path in analysing the digital divide focuses on the
instrumental and creative skills and communication abilities (Correa, 2010; Hargittai and
Walejko, 2008; Van Dijk, 2006) that gives a different Internet’s experiences. The digital divide
has thus started to be analysed in relation to the capacities and digital skills of citizens with
different socio-economic backgrounds (Hargittai, 2002; Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2009), the
quality of usage (Benkler, 2006), and the different ways in which ICTs are used (Hargittai and
Hsieh, 2010). Researches have disaggregated several aspects of online access and uses
(DiMaggio et al., 2004; Selwyn, 2004; Van Dijk, 2005; Witte and Mannon, 2010), underlining
that the digital divide is a multidimensional and multifaceted problem, and that a polarized
vision cannot encompass the different gradation of e-inclusion and use of ICTs (Van Dijk
2005).

Going beyond the dichotomous division means, above all, to tie digital inequalities to social
inequalities (DiMaggio et al., 2004; Sparks, 2013) and to analyse digital inequalities in terms
of political participation, healthcare, education, and in relation with already-existing social
inequalities (Bimber, 2000; Cavanaugh, 2000; Fox, 2001; Guillén, and Suárez, 2001;
Warschauer, 2004). Over the years, the digital divide, therefore, has become a social problem
rather than a merely technological one (Ragnedda and Muschert 2013). To fully appreciate the
complexity of digital divide, scholars and policy makers must understand its social
consequences by looking at society’s inequalities. Although scholars are now taking into

consideration the multidimensionality of the digital divide (Van Dijk, 2005; DiMaggio et al.,
2001; Lenhart and Horrigan, 2003; De Haan, 2003), policy makers have often continued to
look at it in terms of lack of access or infrastructure (even though something has changed over
the years, specifically in the most advanced societies). In other words, policy makers have in
the past focused mainly on the first level of digital divide, not acknowledging the different
skills, abilities and purpose of use of ICTs in an effective way. As already noted, the concept
of the digital divide does not relate to a single type of “divide”, but instead is intertwined with
a series of economic, cultural, political, personal and social issues, and is linked to the growth
of computer technology and the Internet. Capacities, motivations, skills and support in
accessing, using and managing such information and knowledge disseminated by such
technology may generate significant cultural, economic, social, personal and political
advantages.

The digital divide is, therefore, a multifaceted phenomenon, interwoven with existing processes
of social differentiation. The diffusion and penetration of ICTs occurs according to the
traditional models of technology spread. ICTs reaches more and more citizens that tend to
embed them into their daily routine. However, this spread not only do not “necessarily” reduce
digital inequalities, but rather it suggests a reconfiguration of social stratification, that in some
way may accentuate existing inequalities. Indeed, users who find themselves in a position of
relative social advantage tend to consolidate these privileges to the detriment of social
categories slower to adopt and properly use new technology (Ragnedda and Muschert, 2016).
This is in line with what Hsieh and Rai (2008) have shown in their research, when they
underlined how socio economic strata have not only different access to ICTs, but also they
experience a completely different use of such technologies. Thus, while the divide in access to
the digital realm might be at some point bridged, in the meantime other divides in terms of
motivation, skills, support and capacity to gain advantages from the Internet will continue. It
is, then, erroneous to expect that a relatively widespread and well distributed use of ICTs
among social strata will automatically convert into the progress of equal opportunities among
citizens. In order to exploit the full potential of ICTs it is necessary to have a solid purpose of
use, to reach a good level of digital skills, and to have a strong cultural, social and political
capital (Ragnedda and Ruiu 2017). Users are constantly asked to update and improve their
skills in order to feel comfortable in the network society (Van Dijk and Hacker, 2003) and to
become full citizens. Indeed, users, once passed the first level of digital divide, may experience
different level of digital inclusion.

Evidently, as stated by Castells (2001: 232) access to the Internet is a prerequisite to overcome
inequality in a network society, without which other factors will be irrelevant. Such gap in
accessing the ICTs is a clear obstacle to enjoying the benefits of Internet (Hassani, 2006). This
is why, as we have seen, at the early stage of its development, access and ownership of ICTs
was seen both by policy makers and scholars as the most crucial factor (Correa, 2010;
DiMaggio et al., 2004). However, also the concept of “access” needs to be reconceptualised
and cannot be analysed in dichotomous terms. It is then necessary to adopt a nuanced approach
that acknowledge how access is a complicated and multifaceted issue. For instance, Kling
(1998) outlined differences in social and technical access, while Van Dijk (1999: 179) stressed
four different kinds of access: material access, mental access, usage access and skills access.
Always Van Dijk, few years later (2005), analysed access skills in relation both to the
availability of material, cultural, social and mental resources and to personal factors such as
gender, intelligence, ability, ethnicity, age, health and ability. Finally, Wilson (2006) has
further stressed the complexity of the variable “access”, underlining eight factors related to
access to the Internet: physical, financial, cognitive access, production, design, content,
institutional and political access. All these forms of access can create or reinforce divides in
the online experiences and, eventually, effecting the tangible outcomes users can get from the
Internet. Hence, access, in all its facets, must then be seen as a complicated set of issues that
produce and reinforce differences between social classes (Goldfarb and Prince, 2008; Hilbert,
2011). Different accesses and different abilities and skills in exploiting the benefits offered by
the ICTs are strongly connected with social inequalities and, thus, are connected with the third
level of digital divide.

The third level of digital divide
Several researchers have underlined how digital skills and different uses of ICTs are the key in
generating digital inequalities in terms of different social, economic, cultural or political
advantages among users (Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2009; DiMaggio and Bonikowski, 2008).
The digital skills should not be reduced to a simple skill to surf the web, but should also include
the capacity to search for valuable information, manage social and professional contexts online,
select mission-critical content, be aware of potentialities offered by ICTs, engage in selfpromotion and increase social and cultural capital. In a digital-enabled society, capacity,
motivation, education and the “quality” of information and knowledge acquired online have
consequences for life opportunities in the social realm. The different accesses and uses of the

ICTs lead to entirely different roles of the Internet in individuals’ lives, strongly influencing
inequality in the digital age. The pervasiveness of ICTs into every aspect of our lives made the
issues related to inequalities in accessing (first level of Digital Divide) and the use of ICTs
(second level) increasingly vital. Furthermore, the penetration of ICTs and its relation with the
already existing social inequalities have given the rise to the so-called third level of digital
divide (Ragnedda 2017), seen as the capacity to reinvest into the social realm the valuable
information, knowledge and resources found online. The third level of digital divide is,
therefore, the capacities to transform the digital benefits, resulting from a satisfactory use of
ICTs, into social benefits that might improve the life chance of individuals.

Figure 1. The three levels of digital divide

Individuals’ access to and digital skills in using the Internet do not automatically transform
online experiences into other social and tangible outcomes. Indeed, without the “right” social,

political, cultural and economic environment in which to grow and rely to amplify the benefits
offered by the digital environment, most of the opportunities opened up by the Internet are not
completely exploited. In this way, it is possible to argue that socio-economic and cultural
backgrounds affect the access to and the use of the Internet (first and second level), and this
different online experience influences people’s life chances and the opportunities they have in
the offline world (third level). To put it differently, information, resources and knowledge
acquired in the digital realm are influenced by social, economic, personal and cultural factors
at the base of social inequalities. In turn, the different use of Internet (second level of digital
divide) generates knowledge and resources (cultural, social, personal, economic and political)
that might be reinvested and used in the social world creating different rewards and tangible
outcomes (third level of digital divide). These different personal, economic, social, political
and cultural rewards tend to reinforce and solidify inequalities already existing in the society.
Thus, like in a vicious circle, pre-existing forms of social inequalities influence the digital
divide at all three levels, which in turn influence social inequalities upon which it relies. In this
way, social inequalities are further exacerbated and reinforced by the advent of ICTs.

For the sake of clarity, this does not mean we are living in a closed society where any forms of
social mobility - namely the ability for people to improve their life conditions - are prevented.
ICTs, and the Internet in particular, may offer concrete help in stimulating such mobility. By
offering, for instance, to individuals of low socio-economic status, but with great motivation
and high-level digital skills, to promote themselves up the social ladder by using the ICTs.
However, as several researches have shown, it is more likely that individuals with higher
income, better education and a better prestigious position in society tend to use the Internet to
maintain or enhance their privileged position. van Deursen, van Dijk and ten Klooster (2015),
for instance, have demonstrated how the opportunities offered by the Internet are entirely
exploited by individuals who belong to a higher socio-economic class. This shows how, despite
the Internet is an open and democratic platform, not everyone is in the same position to exploit
the opportunities offered by the digital arena. Indeed, the capacity to improve life chances using
the Internet is shaped by previous position in the social strata. To put it differently, what
determines individuals’ chances to improve their position in society is not the simple
possession of better skills and qualifications, but above all their capacity to offer and use these
in the social realm. Appropriate access to and use of ICTs can give citizens a wide-ranging
array of opportunities to improve their social position. An effective and productive way of
using ICTs offers information-enhancing options to permit previously unknown actions.

However, without the support of solid social network and the skills and capacities to exploit
and reinvest in the offline reality, citizens lose part of the potentialities offered by the Internet.
Services, information, applications and opportunities offered by the Internet are more likely to
be fully exploited by well-educated individuals, especially those belonging to socially
advantaged classes, who will use these chances to improve and reinforce their position in
society.

Concluding thoughts

One of the assumptions that has led this chapter is that digital divide and digital inequalities
tend to strengthen social inequalities already existing in the offline society, both at the micro
and macro levels, and enlarge the gap between the less advantaged and the most advantaged
individuals. As we have seen, in its broadest terms, the digital divide describes the incapacity
of specific social categories (national digital divide), or some countries (global digital divide),
to
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to
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their

life

chances.

The

advantages/disadvantages of accessing and using the Internet act in a vicious circle based on
the already existing social structure. This is why an analysis of digital inequalities has to take
into consideration the political, cultural and social system within which technologies are
embedded and work. More specifically, social and digital inequalities reciprocally influence
each other and must be seen as complementary phenomena.

The trend (that cannot be seen in absolutist terms) is that social strata that tend to obtain more
valuable resources in the social world are, in some way, the same that tend to exploit ICTs most
advantageously. However, while the Internet cannot be seen as a cause of inequalities, its
different access and use - influenced by economic, cultural, personal, socio and political factors
- influence social inequalities. As we have seen, the Internet opens up wide array of
opportunities in economic, political, social and educational arenas, but different users do not
exploit them in the same way, since previous backgrounds determine both its usage and the
tangible outcomes of Internet usage. This is in line with the third level of digital divide, seen
in relation to the capacities and possibilities to transform digital valuable resources and
knowledge, into social and tangible benefits.

In conclusion, I reiterate the idea that the third level of digital divide is the result of the different
uses of the Internet tangled with previous social inequalities. As we have seen, the first level
of digital divide, traditionally used at the beginning, is mainly based on access to the Internet,
while the second level refers to the different usage of the Internet; as for the third level, it is the
consequence of these two previous forms, tied with the already existing social inequalities. To
put it differently, the third level of digital divide, based on the capacity and possibility to access
the Internet, and the motivation and skills to use it in the “right” way, focuses on the social
consequences of Internet usage. This reconceptualization of digital divide moves away the
focus from the digital arena, by addressing it as a social issue. It is not the simple access to the
Internet itself (first level of digital divide) that expands life chances, but rather are the
motivations, skills and purpose of use (second level of digital divide) and the opportunities and
capacities to convert the possibilities offered by the ICTs into concrete and tangible resources
(third level of digital divide) that increase the possibilities to move on the social ladder. It is
then vital, for policy makers, act to bridge the digital divide and engender the digital
development; however, it would be wrong to focus only on the access, as suggested by some
local and international actors. While it is vital to close the first level of digital divide, an
approach that take into account “especially in Internet access” risks to replace the (first level)
digital divide with digital inequalities (second and third level) that are much more difficult to
eradicate and it may reinforce social inequalities.
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