
 
  

The Digital Divide Leaves Millions  
at a Disadvantage During  
the Coronavirus Pandemic 
 
Amidst the flurry of social media updates about the COVID-19 pandemic, 
a chart illustrating the importance of flattening the curve has gone viral. The 
idea is that taking measures to slow the spread of COVID-19 lowers the 
chances of overwhelming hospitals and increases the chances that all of those 
who become ill will have access to treatment. The logic behind flattening the 
COVID-19 curve is intuitive – don’t panic, but be careful. 
 
Unsurprisingly, the internet is playing a critical role in getting the word out to 
be careful and to help flatten the COVID-19 curve. Websites that present 
government data are giving people a sense of where cases are concentrated, 
and numerous other websites list numbers to call, symptoms to check for and 
tips for prevention. Increasingly universities are shifting courses online, 
businesses are asking employees to work from home and shoppers are ordering 
groceries online to minimize time in crowded spaces. 
 
While the internet is an important resource in efforts to stay informed and 
proceed with daily lives during the COVID-19 pandemic, these online 
approaches to reducing risk are not available to everyone in the same way. As 
the Federal Communications Commission reports, more than 24 million 
Americans have no access to broadband internet, while the Pew Charitable 
Trusts projects 163 million Americans lack access to reliable broadband 
internet connections. 
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https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/11/science/coronavirus-curve-mitigation-infection.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/12/world/europe/12italy-coronavirus-health-care.html
https://www.state.nj.us/health/cd/topics/covid2019_dashboard.shtml
https://www.npr.org/2020/03/13/814974088/the-coronavirus-outbreak-and-the-challenges-of-online-only-classes
https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/coronavirus-creating-huge-stressful-experiment-working-home/607945/
https://www.fool.com/investing/2020/03/11/how-the-coronavirus-outbreak-is-testing-amazon-del.aspx
https://www.fool.com/investing/2020/03/11/how-the-coronavirus-outbreak-is-testing-amazon-del.aspx
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/broadband-progress-reports/2019-broadband-deployment-report
https://www.fcc.gov/reports-research/reports/broadband-progress-reports/2019-broadband-deployment-report
https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/assets/2019/12/bri_how_state_policy_shapes_broadband_deployment_v3.pdf
https://www.pewtrusts.org/-/media/assets/2019/12/bri_how_state_policy_shapes_broadband_deployment_v3.pdf


 

This digital divide falls along existing lines of socioeconomic inequality – those who are poorer and live in less 
affluent areas pay more for less reliable service. And while smartphones are more prevalent across all 
socioeconomic groups, they’re a poor alternative for broadband internet access for tasks like working from home 
or attending classes online. 
 
The digital divide leaves some of the most vulnerable Americans – a significant proportion of the 163 million 
who lack access to a reliable broadband internet connection – at a significant disadvantage when it comes to 
accessing the real-time information people need to respond to COVID-19. This is a problem not only for people 
without broadband access, but also for society as a whole as we struggle to flatten the COVID-19 curve. 
 
There will be many important lessons to be learned from the COVID-19 pandemic. A less obvious, yet 
nonetheless important, lesson is that the digital divide is complicating efforts to respond to the challenges society 
faces. Indeed, a poignant lesson from this pandemic is that finding ways to bridge the digital divide is quickly 
becoming a matter of life and death. 
 
This article was originally published in The Conversation. 
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About Rutgers SPAA 
 
The School of Public Affairs and Administration (SPAA) at Rutgers University–Newark, highly ranked by U.S. News & 
World Report and nationally and internationally accredited, motivates students to choose careers in public service and 
administration through its innovative degree and certificate programs. Rutgers SPAA generates knowledge and best practices 
in public affairs and administration while promoting accountability, transparency, and performance in the public and 
nonprofit sectors. 
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https://www.cnet.com/news/why-rural-areas-cant-catch-a-break-on-speedy-broadband/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/
https://www.pewresearch.org/internet/fact-sheet/mobile/
http://spaa.newark.rutgers.edu/

