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Abstract
Digital inequality scholarship has rightly criticized the concept of the ‘digital divide’ for oversimplifying and
distorting relations between digital media and social inequalities. Instead of focusing on binary
conceptualizations of access, digital inequality scholars recommend studying ‘differentiated use,’ which depends
on access, but which is mediated by additional factors such as skill. Despite these advances, much digital
inequality scholarship retains many of the limitations of the digital divide framework it criticizes. As such,
scholars thwart their honorable aims and paradoxically risk contributing to the reproduction of historical
structures of power and privilege. This short paper identifies three persistent shortcomings with prevailing views
about digital inequality: slippage between ‘digital inequalities’ and ‘social inequalities’; unacknowledged
normativity; and a deficit model of difference. The paper ends with brief recommendations for how scholars and
practitioners can move beyond these limitations.
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Digital Inequality in the Twenty-First Century

Over roughly the past decade, scholars concerned with relations between digital media and social
inequalities rightly criticized the concept of the ‘digital divide’ for oversimplifying and distorting
relations between digital media and social inequalities (e.g. DiMaggio & Hargittai, 2001; Hargittai,
2002; Mossberger, Tolbert, & Stansbury, 2003; Selwyn, 2004; van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2003).
These scholars argued that the metaphor of the digital divide bifurcated persons into two categories –
the ‘haves’ and the ‘have-nots’ – and defined inequality too narrowly by focusing on differences in
access to digital media content, tools, and infrastructures. In subsequent years, a research agenda
centered on ‘digital inequality’ largely replaced earlier academic discourses about the digital divide.
This agenda reframed digital inequality in terms of ‘differentiated use’ (DiMaggio, Hargittai, Celeste,
& Shafer, 2004), an outcome that depended on, but could not be reduced to, differences in access.
In attempting to account for differentiated use, a consensus emerged that digital ‘skills,’ or related
concepts such as ‘literacies’ or ‘cultural capital’, were important contributors to differentiated use, and
hence digital inequality (e.g. Brandtweiner, Donat, & Kerschbaum, 2010; Brock, Kvasny, & Hales,
2010; Gilbert, 2010; Halford & Savage, 2010; Hargittai, 2002; Jenkins, Clinton, Purushotma, &
Weigel, 2006; Livingstone & Helsper, 2010; Mossberger et al., 2003; Tondeur, Sinnaeve, van Houtte,
& van Braak, 2011; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2011; Warschauer, 2003; Zhang, 2010). By implication,
policy-makers, foundations, and educators should attempt to provide digital skills as well as access to
those who do not yet have them.
While digital inequality scholarship has significantly improved digital divide discourse, the ‘digital
inequality’ framework continues to suffer from several limitations that can thwart researchers’, policymakers’, and educators’ well-intentioned efforts to combat social inequalities. There are three
interrelated limitations that I highlight in this short paper: conceptual slippage between ‘digital
inequality’ and ‘social inequality’; unacknowledged normativity; and a deficit model of difference.
Slippage Between Digital Inequalities and Social Inequalities

Much digital inequality scholarship fails to sufficiently account for how differentiated use contributes
to the making and remaking of social inequalities – whether specified in terms of social class
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asymmetries, gender privilege, racialization, exclusions from sites of power, etc. Scholars often
substitute digital inequalities for social inequalities, rather than showing the role of the former in
making and remaking the latter. There is no harm in documenting how differences in digital media use
correspond with historical and emergent structures of privilege; doing so helps scholars better
understand what social inequalities look like. The mistake is suggesting, implicitly or explicitly, that
differences in digital media use play a salient role in making and remaking social inequalities. To
understand the roles of digital media in producing social inequalities, scholars should first attempt to
document and theorize the processes by which social inequalities are being made and remade, and
only then attempt to understand the roles of digital media in those processes. Without paying attention
to the broader constellation of factors and processes that produce privilege, scholars risk diagnosing
symptoms as causes.
Unacknowledged Normativity

A related limitation of digital inequality scholarship is the tendency to slip between descriptive and
normative accounts. On the one hand, digital inequality scholarship can be read as merely descriptive:
it documents differences in use and attempts to account for those differences. On the other hand,
normative ideas about use are entailed in those accounts: some uses of digital media are seen as
beneficial, others are stigmatized or simply not documented. While all empirical and theoretical work
entails normative commitments, scholars can be more clear about those commitments, especially when
digital media’s contributions to the production of social inequalities – the presumed object of shared
concern – has not been clearly established.
Deficit Models of Difference

The unacknowledged normativity of much digital inequality research also tends to produce a deficit
model of difference. Despite ongoing criticisms of the digital divide metaphor, digital inequality
research is rife with images of chasms and gaps. More recently, these have taken the form of the
‘participation gap’ (Jenkins et al., 2006), the ‘participation divide’ (Hargittai & Walejko, 2008), or the
‘production gap’ (Schradie, 2011). Continuum models of digital inequality, such as Livingstone and
Helsper (2007), also implicitly rely on a gap metaphor, but gradated steps now bridge the binary poles
of the chasm. There are several limitations of such a framing. For one, by focusing solely on deficits,
researchers and educators overlook the ‘repertoires of practice’ (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2003) and ‘funds
of knowledge’ (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 1992) that exist among persons and collectives that
researchers locate on the wrong side of the divide. Some of these cultural resources undoubtedly
involve digital media, but not necessarily in ways anticipated by digital inequality scholars. Other
resources likely have little or nothing to do with digital media, and, as such, they remain beyond the
vision of much digital inequality scholarship. Second, deficit models provide ideological support to
well-intentioned interventions that can paradoxically discipline, control, or exclude difference. All
deficit models imply that those on the wrong side of the gap should be more like those on the right
side. When informed by such models, interventions, however well-intentioned, risk becoming
missionary projects that attempt to mold persons into a normative type.
What to do?

Scholars and reformers can take several practical steps to address these limitations. First, if scholars
are concerned with relations between digital media and social inequalities, they can first try to
understand how social inequalities are being made and remade, and only then look at the role of digital
media in those broader processes. Historical and ethnographic approaches would be especially helpful
for providing more holistic and contextualized accounts. Second, those who wish to intervene on
behalf of less-privileged persons and groups can involve those they aim to help in a more collaborative
and participatory manner. Instead of attempting to lead or force persons across various digital chasms,
educators and other care workers can help recognize, honor, translate, and support the repertoires of
practice and aspirational trajectories of persons as they make their lives in a historically structured
everyday world.
2

Selected Papers of Internet Research 14.0, 2013: Denver, USA
References
Brandtweiner, R., Donat, E., & Kerschbaum, J. (2010). How to Become a Sophisticated User: A TwoDimensional Approach to E-Literacy. New Media & Society, 12(5), 813–833.
Brock, A., Kvasny, L., & Hales, K. (2010). Cultural Appropriations of Technical Capital. Information,
Communication & Society, 13(7), 1040–1059.
DiMaggio, P., & Hargittai, E. (2001). From the “Digital Divide” to “Digital Inequality”: Studying Internet Use
as Penetration Increases. Princeton, NJ.
DiMaggio, P., Hargittai, E., Celeste, C., & Shafer, S. (2004). Digital Inequality: From Unequal Access to
Differentiated Use. In K. Neckerman (Ed.), Social Inequality (pp. 355–400). New York: Russell Sage
Foundation.
Gilbert, M. (2010). Theorizing Digital and Urban Inequalities. Information, Communication & Society, 13(7),
1000–1018.
Gutiérrez, K. D., & Rogoff, B. (2003). Cultural Ways of Learning: Individual Traits or Repertoires of Practice.
Educational Researcher, 32(5), 19–25.
Halford, S., & Savage, M. (2010). Reconceptualizing Digital Social Inequality. Information, Communication &
Society, 13(7), 937–955.
Hargittai, E. (2002). Second-Level Digital Divide: Differences in People’s Online Skills. First Monday, 7(4).
Hargittai, E., & Walejko, G. (2008). The Participation Divide: Content Creation and Sharing in the Digital Age.
Information, Communication & Society, 11(2), 239–256.
Jenkins, H., Clinton, K., Purushotma, R., Robinson, A. J., & Weigel, M. (2006). Confronting the Challenges of
Participatory Culture: Media Education for the 21st Century. Chicago, IL: The John D. and Catherine T.
MacArthur Foundation.
Livingstone, S., & Helsper, E. (2007). Gradations in Digital Inclusion: Children, Young People and the Digital
Divide. New Media Society, 9(4), 671–696.
Livingstone, S., & Helsper, E. (2010). Balancing Opportunities and Risks in Teenagers’ Use of the Internet: The
Role of Online Skills and Internet Self-efficacy. New Media Society, 12(2), 309–329.
Moll, L. C., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of Knowledge for Teaching: Using a
Qualitative Approach to Connect Homes and Classrooms. Theory into Practice, 31(2), 132–141.
Mossberger, K., Tolbert, C. J., & Stansbury, M. (2003). Virtual Inequality: Beyond the Digital Divide.
Washington D.C.: Georgetown University Press.
Schradie, J. (2011). The Digital Production Gap: The Digital Divide and Web 2.0 Collide. Poetics, 39(2), 145–
168.
Selwyn, N. (2004). Reconsidering Political and Popular Understandings of the Digital Divide. New Media &
Society, 6(3), 341–362.
Tondeur, J., Sinnaeve, I., Van Houtte, M., & Van Braak, J. (2011). ICT as Cultural Capital: The Relationship
Between Socio-Economic Status and the Computer-Use Profile of Young People. New Media & Society,
13(1), 151–168.

3

Selected Papers of Internet Research 14.0, 2013: Denver, USA
Van Deursen, A. J. A. M., & Van Dijk, J. A. G. M. (2011). Internet Skills and the Digital Divide. New Media &
Society, 13(6), 893–911.
Van Dijk, J. A. G. M. (2005). The Deepening Divide: Inequality in the Information Society. Thousand Oaks, CA:
SAGE.
Warschauer, M. (2003). Technology and Social Inclusion: Rethinking the Digital Divide. Cambridge MA: The
MIT Press.
Zhang, W. (2010). Technical Capital and Participatory Inequality in Edeliberation. Information, Communication
& Society, 13(7), 1019–1039.

4

