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Introduction

“Essential activities moved 
online (for COVID-19), yet 
sufficient Internet is an es-

sential public service that remains unat-
tainable for many US households” (Lai 
& Widmar, 2020, p. 458). The problem 
is how did COVID-19 amplify the dig-
ital divide? The digital divide is a so-
cietal problem that occurs when some 
people have access to and/or ownership 
of computer technology and when oth-
er people similar access and/or owner-
ship (Britannica, 2014). When it comes 
to the COVID-19, there is an open 
question concerning how the computer 
divide has amplified the consequence of 
the digital divide from historical, scien-
tific, and ethical perspectives.

Discussion

In addressing COVID-19 in relation 
to the digital divide, it is critical to 
address historical, scientific, and 

ethical perspectives. First, the histori-
cal perspective provided the context of 
when the digital divide appeared and 
how it evolved in society. The digital 
divide originally was not a visible issue, 
as public opinion in the late 1990s and 
early 2000s saw access to computers and 
the Internet as a luxury and not a ne-
cessity (Strover, 2014). However, some 
scholars began discussing the digital di-
vide and how widespread it was in the 
background (Strover, 2014). By 2005, 
personal computers and Internet access 
were becoming more prevalent, but 25-
30% of people in the most developed 
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countries still had no access to one or 
the other (van Djik, 2006). 

As scholars began to recognize 
this gap, these technologies became “a 
prominent vector of communication, 
interactions, and participation between 
citizens and societal entities” (Beaunoy-
er et al., 2020, p. 2). Thus, this new reli-
ance on technology in society strength-
ened the digital divide because not only 
was there a divide between access to 
technology, but there was a growing so-
cial separation that evolved that focused 
on access to certain communications 
and activities in society. Over time, the 
digital divide continued to grow and 
“evolved beyond access to technology 
and has expanded to include inequali-
ties in technology skills” (Rogers, 2016, 
p.197). This evolution in technology 
will likely continue to contribute to 
the digital divide because as reliance 
on computer technology continues to 
grow, society will become more reliant 
on people using it will need to perform 
basic social functions.

Also, before the pandemic, In-
ternet access was not a priority to ev-
eryone, and most people were able to 
function normally without computer 
technology, though they suffered from 
some disadvantages (Beaunoyer et al., 
2020). The physical quarantine and so-
cial distancing measures that followed 
the pandemic though amplified the dig-
ital divide because they made Internet 
access a vital necessity for commerce, 
education, employment, and social-
ization. People who lacked reliable In-
ternet connections were incapable of 
buying goods, furthering their educa-

tion, earning a living, connecting with 
friends and family, etc. 

Rural areas were hit hard be-
cause historically, “substantial seg-
ments of rural America still lack the 
infrastructure needed for high-speed 
internet” (Perrin, 2019, para. 8). This 
lack of infrastructure further amplified 
the impact of the digital divide because 
urban and wealthier people were able 
to avoid exposure to the pandemic by 
working from home while rural and 
poorer people did not have that luxu-
ry. Poorer people were often forced to 
choose between earning a living to sup-
port themselves and their families and 
avoiding potential exposure to protect 
themselves and their families.

Internet access has become a ne-
cessity for employment and, without 
high speeds and reliable access, workers 
lose productivity or are unable able to 
perform their jobs properly. In addition 
to the employment aspect of internet 
access, another key issue has been the 
migration of medical systems to the on-
line environment. In early 2020, when 
the pandemic first hit the United States, 
healthcare appointments started to 
move to a virtual format when health-
care providers sought to protect their 
employees and their patients, but many 
healthcare providers soon realized that 
many of their patients could not ac-
cess these visits and systems (Ramset-
ty & Adams, 2020). The digital divide 
created a barrier between patients and 
their healthcare because of their lack 
of access to certain now-virtual health-
care functions, which could harm their 
health.
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Secondly, a scientific perspective 
provides insights into how COVID-19 is 
affecting the digital divide by looking at 
existing Internet infrastructure, as well 
as demographics of Internet and com-
puter access. To start with infrastruc-
ture, in 2018, over half of rural U.S. resi-
dents had broadband speeds that would 
support four devices according to the 
FCC, compared to nearly all of urban 
U.S. residents (Lai & Widmar, 2020). 
These slower Internet speeds created a 
large disadvantage for rural residents 
in the COVID-19 pandemic because it 
creates difficulties connecting to essen-
tial online services. These services may 
have included healthcare visits, work, or 
online classes. Beyond just rural Amer-
ica, a 2014 study found that nearly all of 
Americans can get access to high-speed 
Internet, yet only around two-thirds 
subscribed to that same high-speed In-
ternet at home (Strover, 2014). While 
most Americans could get access to the 
Internet, subscribing to it at home was 
more important due to the COVID-19 
pandemic because accessing public ar-
eas for Internet access would potential-
ly increase exposure risk to COVID-19. 
Nationally, price data suggests that 
people in the U.S. paid more for low-
er broadband quality than in other in-
dustrialized countries and these higher 
prices amplified the digital divide, espe-
cially during the COVID-19 pandemic 
(Strover, 2014). Higher prices com-
bined with higher Internet usage and 
remote work caused people who could 
not afford those prices to lose their jobs 
or fall behind in their education.

Additionally, to highlight the 
digital divide during the COVID-19 

pandemic, the demographics of pov-
erty contributed to the lack of Internet 
access and computer access. Vulnerable 
groups like seniors, the homeless, rural 
residents, and recent immigrants were 
the hardest to reach using digital media 
(Beaunoyer et al., 2020). Their lack of 
digital media blocked them from ac-
cessing up-to-date information about 
the COVID-19 pandemic, highlight-
ing a consequence of the digital divide 
(Beaunoyer et al., 2020). This lack of 
critical COVID-19 information trans-
formed the digital divide into a public 
health issue because those already vul-
nerable groups became more at risk 
for contracting and being harmed by 
COVID-19. 

Moving more specifically to se-
niors, a 2019 study found that while 
one-fifth of retirement home residents 
used the Internet, even they had diffi-
culty using modern computing devices 
because they lacked the required tech-
nological skills (Seifert et al., 2020). 
This lack of Internet usage and skills 
created disadvantages for the seniors 
because proper technical skills were re-
quired to attend and access vital health-
care services. Without being able to 
access important healthcare services 
online, seniors were more vulnerable to 
COVID-19 while visiting in person, es-
pecially seniors who already belonged 
to high-risk groups because of serious 
illnesses. By 2014, several studies of 
U.S. states, including Texas and Califor-
nia, failed to find or suggest organized 
solutions and programs to address the 
digital divide (Strover, 2014). Ironical-
ly, these “failed” studies were successful 
because they opened the door to future 
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research and studies about the digital 
divide and allowed researchers to find 
specialized and smaller grouped solu-
tions to ending the digital divide.

 Finally, consider the ethical per-
spective of the digital divide. Starting 
from early in the digital divide con-
versation and research efforts, scholars 
previously dismissed the divide as a 
myth because they claimed technol-
ogy would be prevalent everywhere 
(Nguyen, 2012). This initial reluctance 
and dismissal harmed people disad-
vantaged by the digital divide and ben-
efitted those with access to technology 
because it allowed those with access to 
gain benefits while not helping those 
without technology. Without this hes-
itation, more people could have been 
helped and given access to technology 
earlier. Once the digital divide became 
a clear issue to scholars and the public, 
companies started speaking out in sup-
port of eliminating the divide. 

While these companies, specifi-
cally computer companies and Internet 
providers, spoke out against the digital 
divide, they did so to gain more cus-
tomers, not due to any ethical impulse 
(Moss, 2002). These companies sup-
ported eliminating the digital divide 
because of they intended to increase 
their profits, which would make their 
positions ethically questionable (Paul & 
Elder, 2010). Companies using ethically 
good statements to drive economic gain 
while failing to combat the divide with 
their own resources were taking un-
ethical positions, while companies that 
were willing to utilize their resources 
to end the divide were taking ethical 

position. Thus, a company’s actions de-
cided whether their statements towards 
ending the digital divide were ethical or 
unethical. 

Additionally, early claims made 
by scholars about the digital divide and 
technology becoming prevalent were 
not too far-fetched. Newer technology 
did become prevalent, but their po-
sitions did not take into account the 
harm that disadvantaged groups would 
suffer in the meantime (Nguyen, 2012). 
The universal ethical principle should 
have been to ensure a standard of living 
for health and well-being, which was 
violated in the case of disadvantaged 
groups (Paul & Elder, 2010). During 
emergency periods, such as during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, a family’s health 
could have been compromised due to 
a lack of information about the ongo-
ing pandemic and lack of knowledge of 
safety precautions. Thus, the principle to 
have a right to standard living for health 
and well-being included a right to in-
formation, as information could influ-
ence one’s health and well-being, which 
was shown during the COVID-19 pan-
demic.

While there were aspects of the 
digital divide itself that could be ethi-
cally discussed, there were also ethics 
regarding progress in ending the di-
vide. For example, simply just giving 
technologies to people was not enough 
to end the divide, as people needed to 
be taught and provided resources to 
allow them to utilize the technology to 
overcome the divide from within (Bus-
ch, 2010). I argue that teaching and 
providing resources is ethical because 
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it allows people to share information 
and resources to solve a societal prob-
lem from the ground up (Paul & Elder, 
2010). Even beyond just the basic dis-
tribution of technology, there were un-
ethical practices that came about when 
providers pushed low-income people to 
purchase older and inferior technology 
for the sake of ending the visible divide, 
as future technology would make their 
purchases nearly useless (Moss, 2002). 
This practice was unethical because 
it was a refusal by providers to tell the 
truth about aging technology, creating 
a cycle of obsolescence for low-income 
individuals that would force them to 
buy newer technology to keep accessing 
to the same systems they had before. 
Utilizing this practice would not end 
the divide; it would only delay it. 

The concepts of improving sit-
uations and adding to the world were 
important in developing a deeper un-
derstanding of the digital divide (As-
sociation for Computing Machinery 
[ACM], 2018). First, improving situ-
ations was understood as bringing a 
more desirable outcome to a situation 
and bringing it to better conditions than 
existed before (Dictionary.com, 2021). 
Working towards ending the digital di-
vide improved a person’s situation be-
cause it allowed them to access more 
services and opportunities online and to 
become more connected to the world. 
Access to the Internet and computers 
was also necessary, especially during 
the COVID-19 pandemic, because it al-
lowed a person to work from their home 
or attend school at home, protecting 
them by limiting their exposure to the 
virus. Ending the digital divide would 

end up allowing everyone to be on 
equal grounds with technology because 
everyone would have access to the same 
basic technological necessities as each 
other, such as online communication. 
It would also improve the situations of 
many people situations by simply allow-
ing them to access the same online ser-
vices and not be left behind in an aspect 
of life that is becoming more vital. 

Adding to the world is also crit-
ical to gaining a deeper understanding 
of an issue (ACM, 2018). Adding to the 
world is understood as benefitting soci-
ety and the environment surrounding it 
(ACM, 2018). Ending the digital divide 
is adding to the world because individu-
al people in society benefit from gaining 
access to the Internet and computers, 
allowing for more opportunities and a 
better life. The environment can also be 
improved by ending the digital divide 
because as more people are connected 
worldwide via the Internet, more solu-
tions to problems of today’s world can 
be solved. More great minds working 
together can result in more solutions 
to problems like the changing climate 
or environmental issues. Additionally, 
parts of society that have been histor-
ically left behind could prosper more 
because they could be able to access op-
portunities previously not obtainable. 
Overall, setting people on a more equal 
playing field with technology could al-
low the world to advance quicker and 
allow more people to succeed in life 
more easily.
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Conclusion

The COVID-19 pandemic ampli-
fied the digital divide in a neg-
ative way for society because of 

the shift society had taken to function 
virtually. Society moved online, yet 
those without access to computers and 
the Internet had a barrier form between 
them and work, school, online health-
care systems, and other online connec-
tions. The digital divide already affected 
certain communities more than others 
so, with the addition of the COVID-19 
pandemic, their divide became more 
apparent. Information and resourc-
es became harder to acquire in a time 
where information and resources were 
more important than ever. 

If the digital divide does not end 
up being resolved soon, disadvantaged 
communities will remain behind in our 
current technology and will continue 

to be behind when newer technology 
arises. This is not an issue that will be 
solved when the technology currently 
defining the divide becomes outdated, it 
will instead change to be defined by the 
technology that people also use in the 
future. Another significant point is the 
fact that when the COVID-19 pandem-
ic is over, the digital divide will not dis-
appear. As current technology defines 
the digital divide and the COVID-19 
pandemic amplifies it, an absence of the 
pandemic will not bring an absence of 
the digital divide. We will go back to a 
more normal society that includes the 
digital divide and its disadvantages. If 
the digital divide is not tackled now, 
generations of families and individuals 
will continue to live with unnecessary 
and solvable problems based only on 
the fact that they do not own an essen-
tial piece of technology.  
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