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CLOSING THE DIGITAL DIVIDE
WHAT IS THE DIGITAL DIVIDE?
The digital divide refers to the gap between those who can access and 

take full advantage of computers and the internet and those who cannot. 

For those who cannot, the reasons range from lack of access to devices 

or internet to lack of access to digital training. 
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Urban vs. rural: Even within developed coun-
tries—including the U.S.—there can be a 
significant digital divide between urban and 
rural areas. Urban areas typically have better 
internet access due to better infrastructure, 
whereas rural areas often lack the necessary 
infrastructure (fiber optic cables, cell towers, 
etc.). This issue is prevalent in both developed 
and developing countries. Another barrier to 
connecting rural communities is the expense 
and difficulty of building the infrastructure in 
far-flung locations. Within the High-Speed 
Internet for Everyone initiative of the federal 
government, for example, leaders are discovering 
that the cost of creating some of the rural broad- 
band connections initially planned exceeds the 
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to cover an unexpected expense of $400 using 
cash.5 While cell phone service is on the list of 
basic needs, broadband is not. With the 2023 cost 
of broadband connection ranging from an 
average of $77 per month where fiber-optic cable 
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and other hurdles that disadvantage tribes.  
For example, according to an American Indian 
Policy Institute analysis of Federal Commun- 
ications Commission (FCC) data, just 67% of  
tribal lands in the continental U.S. have access  
to broadband internet, with the majority having 
access only to broadband speeds considered by 
the FCC to fall short of what is “minimally 
acceptable.”8 The legacies of discriminatory racial 
policies from the 20th century—most notably 
the Depression-era practice of neighborhood 
redlining that restricted loans to neighborhoods 
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Inequality by the numbers:
How the digital divide perpetuates 
economic inequality
Wealth and education already create a cycle of 
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Bridging the digital divide and  
building a better working world

”Our initiative embraces a ’Now, Next 

and Beyond’ strategy that applies our 

consulting acumen, with an eye toward 

social inclusion. ‘Now’ focuses on 

working with organizations to support 
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The future of work—and prosperity

Key technologies of the Fourth  
Industrial Revolution
The Fourth Industrial Revolution, or Industry 
4.0, is a term introduced by Klaus Schwab, 
founder and executive chairman of the World 
Economic Forum, to describe the current period 
of profound technological change.17 It is charac-
terized by a blend of technologies that blur the 
lines among the physical, digital, and biological 
spheres. Much like its preceding eras, opportuni-
ties to achieve economic security are increasingly 
linked to educational attainment and technologi-
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ability, and accountability when determining 
how to regulate technology. 

•	 Neurotechnology and digital technology: The 
combination of digital technology and neuro-
technology is already leading to break-
throughs in understanding the human brain. 
Nascent technology innovations include 
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whether through automation (little human 
involvement required) or augmentation (more 
human involvement required). Below are several 
sectors and industries that are most likely to be 
disrupted by technology. 

Industry use cases
how digital technologies are likely 
to be adopted across industries18

While the disruption brought by digital technolo-
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data to help diagnose diseases, predict health 
trends, or optimize treatment plans. Robots can 
assist in surgeries, and chatbots can provide 
basic health advice or mental health support.

Manufacturing: New automation technology can 
greatly increase efficiency in the manufacturing 
process. Predictive maintenance can reduce 
downtime. AI can also improve supply chain 
logistics and quality control and help design 
more efficient systems for resource use.

Transportation: Self-driving cars and trucks and 
digital routing and mapping have the potential to 
revolutionize the transportation industry. 
Technology can also be used to optimize routing, 
improve safety, and make transportation more 
efficient.

Retail: Digital technology can improve personal-
ization, making product recommendations more 
accurate. It can also optimize inventory manage-
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Education: Machine learning and AI can person-
alize learning for individual students based on 
their strengths and weaknesses. It can also 
automate administrative tasks, freeing up time 
for educators to spend with students.

Energy: Technology solutions can be used to 
optimize energy usage in power grids, predict 
equipment failures, and improve the efficiency  
of renewable energy sources.

Media and entertainment: Generative AI can 
create music, videos, and even write articles.  
It can also personalize content recommendations, 
improving user engagement.

The potential applications of new digital 
technologies are vast and still being explored.  
As society reaps the many benefits of this latest 
economic and tech revolution, it will be presented 
also with challenges such as job displacement 
due to automation, privacy concerns, and ethical 

considerations. Balancing these aspects will be 
crucial to ensuring the successful and beneficial 
deployment of technological innovation across 
industries.

Which jobs are predicted to be  
most affected by technological 
disruption?
As digital technology continues to advance, 
certain sectors are more at risk for job displace-
ment than others, primarily those that involve 
routine, predictable, and manual tasks. An 
estimated 300 million jobs could be affected by 
widespread automation through AI.19 Below are 
some of the roles that are most likely to experi-
ence job displacement due to digital technology 
adoption. People in these roles should be prior- 
itized for upskilling (i.e., teaching workers new 
skills to help them move up in their current 
field), reskilling (i.e., training workers for a 
different type of job), and mentoring.
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FIGURE 11
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The toolkit: Concrete actions  
companies can take to build the 
bridge across the digital divide
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Investment in infrastructure
•
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EY commitment to addressing the digital divide of  
Now, Next, and Beyond

To meet all the dynamic needs of the communities in 
which EY US professionals live and work, the firm 
implemented a three-phase activation approach—

Now, Next, and Beyond. The first phase (Now) focuses on 
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Public awareness campaigns
•	 Launch a public awareness campaign about 

the importance of digital access and literacy.
•	 Share success stories to generate more 

support and funding for the cause.
•	 Ensure the digital divide is part of the broader 

discourse about equality and social justice.

Long-term sustainability
•	 Develop sustainable business models for 

continued internet service provision and 
network maintenance in low-income and rural 
areas.

•	 Continually reassess and update strategies 
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Data literacy 
•	 As businesses increasingly make decisions 

based on data, the ability to understand and 
interpret data is valuable in a wide range of 
jobs. This could include skills such as 
reading charts and graphs, understanding 
statistics, and making data-driven decisions.

Soft skills
•	 Skills like problem-solving, critical thinking, 

creativity, and emotional intelligence are 
difficult to automate and therefore are likely 
to be in high demand. Additionally, the 
ability to adapt to change and learn new skills 
or “digital agility” is crucial.

•	 Adaptability and resilience will be crucial as 
the rate of technological change accelerates.

Industry-specific tech skills 
•	 In some cases, learning to use specific types 

of technology may be beneficial. For example, 
workers in the manufacturing sector might 
benefit from learning how to operate and 
troubleshoot automated machinery.

•	 While not necessary for every role, learning 
to code can open up new job opportunities. 
There are many online platforms where 
individuals can learn coding for free or at a 
low cost.

New sector skills 
•	 For those looking to switch industries 

entirely, learning the skills required for a job 
in a growing field can be a good strategy. For 
example, there’s a high demand for workers 
in fields like data science, cybersecurity,  
and renewable energy.

Specialized ethics
•	 Ethical understanding and judgment in 

relation to technology will be important, 
particularly for those designing and imple-
menting AI systems.

•	 Jobs in AI ethics, AI law, and other areas 
relating to the governance and oversight of 
AI will likely grow.

Lifelong learning
•	 In a digitally enabled world, change will be 

the only constant. Workers will need to 
commit to lifelong learning to keep their 
skills up to date.

•	 Employers, educational institutions, and 
policymakers can facilitate this by creating 
opportunities for upskilling and reskilling. 

As AI and automation reshape the job 
market, it’s crucial to prepare workers in at-risk 
industries for the transition. This includes both 
upskilling and reskilling. 

Employers, educational institutions, and 
policymakers can play a role in providing oppor- 
tunities for upskilling and reskilling. This could 
involve on-the-job training programs, partner-
ships with local colleges or vocational schools, 
online learning platforms, or government-fund-
ed education and training initiatives. By invest- 
ing in the workforce in this way, societies can 
help ease the transition to a technology-enabled 
job market.
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3. Mentorship and role models
•	 Promote successful women and people of 

color to inspire others. Make sure that those 
role models are given substantial support to 
continue their own research and professional 
development so that their progress is not 
derailed.

•	 Establish mentorship programs where 
experienced professionals can provide guid-
ance and support to those new to the field.

•	 Celebrate the achievements of women and 
people of color in technology to increase 
visibility and inspire others.

4. Create inclusive work environments
•	 Support programs that aim to reduce the 

education gap, promote diversity in technolo-
gy education and careers, and support under-
represented groups.

•	 E
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Tools for mentors and  
Digital Divide program leaders

Social interactions and support 
Relational supports, such as career counseling or 
mentorship, engagement with peers through 
training cohorts, and other affinity groups 
support persistence and lifelong learning about 
how to use technology as an enabler in one’s job.

Organizational structures
How organizations create structures and pro-
grams and how they choose to constitute them-
selves in terms of representation can either 
encourage further diversity and create inclusion 
or thwart it. 

Organizational values and  
tech inclusion culture
Workplace culture, norms, and assumptions 
morph into shared beliefs and values over time. 
Science and tech workplace culture (like all 
culture) is derived from organizational values 
(i.e., what behaviors we value and therefore 
reward). Consciously rewarding mentoring 
behaviors and decision-making that prioritizes 
inclusion and equity will yield different results 
than when these are not prioritized.

Bridging the digital divide means making sure 
learners at all levels are supported as they 
pursue training and preparation to engage with 
technology. Because every industry (not just 
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Do I belong here?
Once people are given access to technology and 
training to use it, persistence for all groups—in-
dependent of race, ethnicity, or gender—is 
connected to underlying conceptions of individu-
al identity, particularly beliefs of how successful 
they can be and whether they belong.24 

Perceptions of low ability, even when untrue, 
impact and diminish persistence. For example, 
studies of female self-assessments of math found 
that even when their overall performance in 
mathematics is on par with the performance of 
male students, female students tend to report 
lower levels of mathematics success than their 
male counterparts.25 The perception of low 
ability affects both behavior and motivation. This 
sense of identity is also a predicator of prob-
lem-solving skills and connectedness.26 The great 
news is that both self-efficacy and self-identifica-
tion regarding tech and data mastery can be 
developed with support.

Bridge building block: BELIEVE
The development of self-efficacy can be applied 
through multiple types of interventions. This 
commonly applied model has four dimensions:

1. Personal experience of mastery: Allowing 
people to experience and appreciate success 
and experience and recover from failure. One 
very effective tactic for creating these opportu-
nities is to have people working collaboratively 
in integrated teams on specific problems. 
Multiple studies cited have noted that women 
and minority group emerging technologists 
are often either left to work in isolation or in 
like groups, creating a sense of otherness 
rather than belonging. When diverse teams 
are formed and the responsibility for success 
is shared, and the team identity is the focus, 
the pressure on individual performance can 
be relieved. Team members then tend to focus 
on their contributions to shared goals rather 
than on their possible (or perceived) deficits 
compared to peers.
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3. Verbal persuasion: The narrative that is pre- 
sented and/or the context that is constructed 
by or for an individual about their identity 
and/or the likelihood that they will be suc-
cessful. In short, the more we tell young 
scientists that they can excel and that they are 
expected to be successful—the more likely 
they will be.29 

4. Positive framing: The theory behind this 
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From each side of mentoring 

Bridging the digital divide is an important component of 
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Supporting the bridge builders
mentoring, role models,  
and cohort development

•	 Mentoring has been shown to be a key 
intervention. The pairing of mentors who  
are prepared to help people pursuing digital 
technology upskilling see themselves as 
belonging in tech jobs and being able to  
be successful (even if with support) is a very 
important intervention.43

•	 Career education and career counseling are 
important for underrepresented groups who 
may not have had exposure to potential career 
paths. Many people already working with 
digital technology may be aware of the lack  
of access that underrepresented groups have 
to very basic knowledge about career paths, 
required training, likely compensation levels, 
and how individual roles add value (i.e., what 
do we make happen in the world and econ- 
omy?) and express values (i.e., is this a 
helping profession?).

•	 Positive self-talk coaching is important for 
underrepresented young people. Not only 
must positive identity narratives be created 
for them, but they must be encouraged to 
voice the narrative of success. The importance 

of a mental “tryout” of change and perfor-
mance is well-documented in the social 
psychology literature among scholars, includ-
ing Cialdini, Kotter, and Schein.44

•	 Team-based projects and cohorts help under-
represented groups enter work-related experi-
ences in a supportive environment that 
emphasizes teamwork and contributions to 
shared goals. These experiences can help indi-
viduals from underrepresented groups see 
themselves on more equal footing than when 
they may believe themselves to be assessed 
individually. This can be an important step to 
persistence to individual internships or lab 
experiences.45

•	
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experiences.47 Successful mentoring interven-
tions can take several forms, including indus- 
try and peer-based mentorship programs. 

For mentoring programs to increase per-
sistence, mentors need to be trained. As one 
study noted, “mentoring has unquestionable 
positive impacts on abilities, mental health, and 
productivity, but most scientists lack the training 
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1.	 It limits the opportunities for scientist identity 
to the attributes that characterize both mentor 
and mentee as underrepresented rather than 
helping the mentee frame more overlaps 
between the circles of technology identity 
between the two.

 2. It puts a greater burden for creating a diverse 
pipeline of digital technology and science 
leaders on very productive contributors from 
underrepresented groups, making it more 
challenging for them to be productive.

3. It implies a greater level of responsibility 
among underrepresented individuals for 
achieving a diverse pipeline—an unfair 
doubling of their own headwinds and respon-
sibility that should be shared by all. 
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Bringing it all together: Employing an 
ecosystem of support for developing 
a tech-ready workforce

surprising is that the cheerleading is almost 
equally as important. Throughout the research 
literature, a theme that emerges very clearly is 
that people from underrepresented groups do 
better and are more likely to persist in their 
pursuit of achievement in tech fields and with 
building tech skills if they are made to believe 
that they belong and can be successful in doing 
so. This is a simple concept that requires diligent 
design and reinforcement at every stage of sup- 

port and over years of development. 



closing the digital divide34



boston college center for corporate citizenship carroll school of management 35

Technology  
Identity

Social Interactions 
 and Support 

Organizational Culture 
and Values  

Characteristics

Digital Technology 
Adoption Culture

Vicarious Experience •	 Mentoring with 
mentor training for 
identity narrative

•	 Diverse role models 
with identity 
narrative framing 

•	 G
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Technology  
Identity

Social Interactions 
 and Support 

Organizational Culture 
and Values  

Characteristics

Digital Technology 
Adoption Culture

Verbal Persuasion •	 In all programs, 
define key identity 
messages to be 
delivered in addition 
to technical content

•	 Explicit narratives 
about identity

•	 Explicit narratives 
about self-efficacy 
and belonging

•	 Reinforcing  
successes

•	 Level-setting beliefs 
about comparative 
performance

•	 Coaching positive 
self-talk

Sample measure:  
•	 Pre- and post-self- 

assessment of 
self-efficacy and 
feeling of belonging

•	 Pre- and post- 
mentor/supervisor 
assessment of 
growth

•	 Number of employ
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A roadmap for getting your company 
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Since 2021, three full-time corporate responsi-
bility professionals were hired to take the 
program from the pilot phase to a sustainable 
model. These professionals manage program 
execution by working with respective region 
leadership and local office digital divide teams. 
They are responsible for driving the national 
strategy, communicating best practices, and 
sharing success stories internally and externally. 
They serve as the primary point of contact for the 
local offices, including the Digital Divide 
executive sponsors and Digital Divide program 
managers, enabling the local offices with the 
appropriate tools, resources, and opportunities to 
drive success. This includes:
•	 Providing consultation regarding programing 

and collaborations with nonprofits that 
specifically help support underserved popula-
tions in an evolving digital world.

•	 Advising on execution strategy.
•	 Assisting with measuring progress against 

KPIs.

Getting to a digital support 
ecosystem 
Building an ecosystem of support to address 
inequality in digital access and digital literacy 
happens over time. For the past three years, EY 
Dallas has joined forces with United Way of 
Metropolitan Dallas (UWMD) to build an 
ecosystem of digital literacy support for people of 
all ages and backgrounds. Through an annual 
pitch competition, the partnership has developed 
a network of nonprofit organizations doing the 
work to address ongoing digital inequality in the 
community. Hosting the pitch competitions has 
expanded the Dallas Digital Divide ecosystem, 
bolstered EY volunteer opportunities, and 
deepened relationships with ecosystem col- 
laborators to expand breadth and depth of 
programming. 
•	 United to Learn:57 John Neely Bryan Elemen- 

tary School was a participant in the first  
annual pitch competition. The school used 

the competition disbursement to purchase 
over 70 personal devices to be used by the 
students and teachers to work through their 
assignments and schoolwork in a digi-
tal-friendly environment. Since EY US 
became an ecosystem collaborator, volunteers 
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