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T h e  Internet is expected to do no less than 
transform society (1); its use has been in- 
creasing exponentially since 1994 (2). But 
are all members of our society equally likely 
to have access to the Internet and thus par- 
ticipate in the rewards of this transformation? 
Here we present findings both obvious and 
surprising from a recent survey of Internet ac- 
cess and discuss their implications for social 
science research and public policy. 

Income and education drive several key 
policy questions surrounding the Internet (3, 
4). These variables are the ones most likely to 
influence access to and use of interactive 
electronic media by different segments of our 
society. Looming large is the concern that 
the Internet may be accessible only to the 
most affluent and educated members of our 
society, leading to what Morrisett has called a 
"digital divide" between the information 
"haves" and "have-nots (9." . , 

Given these concerns, we investigated 
the differences between whites and African 
Americans in the United States with re- 
spect to computer access and Web use. We 
wished to examine whether observed race 
differences in access and use can be ac- 
counted for by differences in income and 
education, how access affects use, and when 
race matters in access. 

Our analysis is based on data provided by 
Nielsen Media Research, from the Spring 
1997 CommerceNet/Nielsen Internet De- 
mographic Study (IDS), conducted from 
December 1996 through January 1997 (6). 
This nationally projectable survey of 
Internet use among Americans collected 
data on race and ethnicity (7). 

Computer Access and Web Use 
Our survey results (Table 1, column 1) show 
that overall whites were significantly more 
likely than African Americans to have a 
home computer in their household (8). 
Whites were also slightly more likely to 
have access to a PC at work. 

Nearly twice as many African Americans 
as whites stated that they planned to pur- 

chase a home comnuter in the next 6 
months. African Americans were also 
slightly more interested in purchasing a set- 
top box for Internet television access. 

The racial gap in Web use was propor- 
tionally larger the more recently the respon- 
dent stated that he or she had last used the 
Web. Proportionally, more than twice as 
many whites as African Americans had used 
the Web in the past week. As of January 
1997, we estimate that 5.2 million (k1.2 
million) African Americans and 40.8 mil- 
lion whites (k2.1 million) have ever used 
the Web, and that 1.4 million (k0.5 mil- 
lion) African Americans and 20.3 million 
(k1.6 million) whites used the Web in the 
past week. 

Whites and African Americans also dif- 
fered in terms of where they had ever used 
the Web. Whites were significantly more 
likely to have ever used the Web at home, 
whereas African Americans were slightly 
more likely to have ever used the Web at 
school. 

Possible Causes 
Because students behave quite. differently 
from the rest of the respondents with respect 
to computer access and Internet use, we 
treat them separately later. 

We used the national median household 
income of $40,000 to divide respondents. For 
household incomes under $40,000, whites 
were proportionally twice as likely as African 
Americans to own a home computer and 
slightly more likely to have computer access 
at work (Table 1, columns 2 and 3). 

However, for household incomes of 
$40,000 or more, a slightly greater propor- 
tion of African Americans owned a home 
computer, and a significantly greater pro- 
portion had computer access at work. 

We adjusted race differences in home 
computer ownership for income and found, 
as one would expect, that increasing levels 
of income corresponded to an increased 
likelihood of owning a home computer, re- 
gardless of race. In contrast, adjusting for in- 
come did not eliminate the race difference~ 
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What accounts for this result? African 
Americans with incomes of $40.000 or more . - ,  
in our sample were more likely to have com- 
pleted college, were younger, and were also 
more likely to be working in computer-re- 
lated occu~ations than whites. These factors 
led to greater computer access at work. 

At lower incomes, the race gap in Web 
use was proportionally larger the more re- 
cently the respondent stated that he or she 
had last used the Web. Whites were almost 
six times more likely than their African 
American countemarts to have used the 
Web in the past week and also significantly 
more likelv to have used the Web at home 
and in other locations. Notably, as indi- 
cated above, race differences in Web use 
vanish at household incomes of $40,000 
and higher. 

Regardless of educational level, whites 
were significantly more likely to own a home 
computer than were African Americans and 
to have used the Web recently (Table 1, col- 
umns 4 and 5). These differences ~ersisted 
even after statistically adjusting fo; educa- 
tion. Thus, although income explains race 
differences in home computer ownership and 
Web use. education does not: Whites are still 
more likely to own a home computer than are 
African Americans and to have used the 
Web recently, despite controlling for differ- 
ences in education. 

However, greater education corresponded 
to an increased likelihood of work computer 
access, regardless of race. 

Thus, race matters to the extent that so- 
cietal biases have either (i) required Afri- 
can Americans to obtain higher levels of 
education in order to achieve the same in- 
come as whites, or (ii) resulted in older Af- 
rican Americans not being able to achieve 
high incomes. 

Students Are Special: Race Almost 
Always Matters 
Higher education translates into an increased 
likelihood of Web use. Students were more 
likely than any other income or educational 
group to have used the Web (Table 1, col- 
umn 6). Students exhibited the hiehest levels 
of Web use because, even without home 
computer ownership or access at work, they 
presumably had access at school. 

The most dramatic difference between 
whites' and African Americans' home com- 
puter ownership was among current stu- 
dents (including both high school and col- 
lege students). Whereas 73% of white stu- 
dents owned a home computer, only 32% of 
African American students owned one. 
This difference ~ersisted when we statisti- 
cally adjusted fo; students' reported house- 
hold income. Thus. in the case of students. 
household income does not explain race dif- 
ferences in home computer ownership. This 
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