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ABSTRACT

Through increasing access to knowledge and facilitating widespread discourse, information and com-
munication technology (ICT) is believed to hold the potential to level many societal barriers. Using
national probability samples of United States adults from 1983 to 20006, I examine how gender, ethnicity,
and education interacted with generation to influence computer ownership and Internet use. Narrower

digital divides in more recent generations can mean greater future digital equality through cohort replace-

ment. However, although gender is now of far less consequence than previously in ICT access and use,
significant divides, especially in PC ownership and selected Internet uses have widened by ethnicity and
education over five birth cohorts. On the other hand, results from earlier research interpreted as “aging
effects”’ are most likely generational influences instead. Implications of these findings are discussed.

INTRODUCTION

Within only a few decades of'its public inception,
information and communication technology (ICT)
has become indispensable to most Americans.
By 2006, about 80% of U.S. adults were at least
minimally involved with computers, cell phones
or the Internet (Horrigan, 2007). By late 2006,
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over 75% of Americans at least age 12 had gone
online, mostathome (Center for the Digital Future,
2007). Kennedy, Smith, Wells and Wellman (2008)
found that 52% of'U.S. households had broadband
connections and 77% had a resident go online.
Online users are positive about ICT: 41% of
men and 35% of women in 2002 felt it would be
“very hard” to “give up the Internet” (Fallows,
2005). Seventy percent of 2006 workers said the
Web increased their productivity (Center for the
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Digital Future, 2007). Nevertheless, a significant
minority of Americans totally abstains from ICT, a
minority differentially distributed across ethnicity,
age, degree level and other variables; ICT access
and use also often vary along these dimensions.
“Digital divides” refer to gaps in ICT access and
use across individuals and groups who occupy
different societal situses.

Even in the early days, national governments,
academics and commerce centers recognized the
potential of ICT to create amore equitable society.
Digital technology can generate greater demand
for skilled workers and thus potentially create
more opportunities for previously disenfranchised
groups who possess digital skills (e.g., DiMaggio,
Hargittai, Celeste & Shafer, 2004). Certainly the
United States, with its history of gender, ethnic,
and social class divisions, ideology of equality,
and technological development, provides an ap-
pealing test case to track computer and Internet
gaps across generations.

In this study, I focus on how generation, com-
binedwith education, gender and ethnicity affects
U.S. computer ownership, and selected Internet
uses,examining how generational effects contrast
with those of age or life cycle stage. Age is often
considered a predictor for ICT, but generation,
especially overaperiod of several years, typically
is not. This study will show that the generational
construct provides valuable information about
digital divides and that earlier research using
only the variable “age” can mislead. Using the
General Social Survey and the NSF Surveys of
Public Understanding of Science and Technology
[track five generations of U.S. adults over periods
ranging from one to 28 years. Many scholars,
executives (e.g., Gates, 2005), and government
agencies emphasize the need for Americans to be
“technically adept”; with their educational focus,
they seem to pin their hopes on “the next genera-
tion” growing up.

Examining education, gender and ethnicity
across generations may show whether the advan-
tages of ICT are diffusing, or which, ifany, groups

lag behind. Cohort analyses are more informative
than studying ICT use across time (which tells
us where we have been) or by age (which in a
single period provides a snapshot of the present).
Generational changes provide data for the future
as recent cohorts replace earlier ones. If aging ef-
fects are small or nonexistent, then cohort effects
can suggest relative permanence in ICT skills and
use across the life cycle. Thus [ juxtapose adult
developmental issues versus cohort socialization
experiences.

When data from just one time point are ana-
lyzed, age and cohort are inevitably confounded
because earlier generations are simultaneously
older adults. Nearly all “one shot” surveys find
that senior adults use ICT the least. Meanwhile
young adults are said to “omnivorously devour”
ICT, (e.g., Horrigan, 2007). These studies cannot
disentangle whether something causal aboutaging
processes occurs, whether youthful enthusiasm
promotes ICT use, or whether more recent cohorts
simply have acclimated more to ICTs.!

Confusing aging with generation effects can
have substantial consequences. Age and gen-
erational issues are more complex than simply
tracking ICT use across time as many studies
do. If divides converge, or even vanish, in recent
birth cohorts, this implies the benefits of digital
technology are now more evenly spread through-
out society, possibly generating greater overall
future equality as cohort replacement occurs.
If “new adults”, regardless of gender, ethnicity
or educational level, have similar digital skills,
employers who hire or advance women or minori-
ties will acquire valuable workers; better quality
employment among these groups thus can create
more social equality.

Some employers may hesitate to hire or pro-
mote older workers because they fear “seniors”
lack digital skills, and may be neither interested
in—nor able to—acquire them. Due to age stereo-
types older workers themselves may feel unable to
learn such skills. However, if birth cohort is more
implicated in ICT use than age, future supervi-
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