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Family Impact Seminars

Family Impact Seminars have been well received by federal policymakers in Washington, DC, and Indiana is
one of several states to sponsor such seminars for state policymakers. Family Impact Seminars provide
state-of-the-art research on current family issues for state legislators and their aides, Governor’s Office
staff, state agency representatives, educators, and service providers. One of the best ways to help
individuals is by strengthening their families. The Family Impact Seminars speakers analyze the
consequences an issue, policy or program may have for families. The seminars provide objective,
nonpartisan information on current issues and do not lobby for particular policies. Seminar participants
discuss policy options and identify common ground where it exists.

The Digital Divide: How Does it Divide Hoosiers? is the twenty-third seminar in a continuing series design to
bring a family focus to policy making. The seminar focused on the digital divide in Indiana, including how
broadband access varies widely across the state and affects key elements of the state budget including K-
12 education and healthcare. The topic was chosen by a bipartisan committee of legislators, representing
the very audience the seminars are intended to inform.
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Issue Overview

Access to and utilization of high-speed, quality broadband internet services are vital for family and
community well-being. Broadband internet can facilitate educational engagement, health care utilization,
and vitality of commerce. Despite the benefits of broadband internet, a digital divide persists. Substantial
numbers of families and communities still do not have access to nor can afford high-speed broadband
internet. Of those with access, some may not have the technologies or skills to successfully use broadband
services to meet their personal and business needs.

The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has widened the digital divide and highlighted “pinch points.” Almost
overnight, COVID-19 resulted in wide-scale shifts into virtual spaces. As a result, broadband internet is no
longer used solely for entertainment; families rely on internet for virtual learning, telemedicine, working
from home, and home businesses.! Especially for vulnerable families and communities, this shift online has
expanded inequities among Hoosier families.

It is difficult to accurately describe the digital divide in Indiana and nationwide, due in part to variations in
measurement. Estimates from the Federal Communications Commission (FCC), which are known to
underestimate coverage, indicate that in 2019, more than 260,000 Hoosiers (or approximately 4%) lacked
access to basic broadband speeds (25 Mbps download/3 Mbps upload). Data from Microsoft, however,
estimate that the proportion of Hoosiers who cannot use broadband at minimum speeds of 25/3 Mpbs may
be closer to 63% of the state’s population.2

Access to broadband. Several barriers limit families’ abilities to access and use broadband services. It is
particularly expensive for internet service providers to build and maintain broadband infrastructure in rural
areas. This results in a rural-urban digital divide, where families living in rural areas are less likely to have
access to broadband services.

Even after infrastructure is built, families may face challenges in utilizing high-speed, high-quality
broadband. Prices may be too high, or families may not have access to enough devices to fulfill their needs,
or may have too many devices that may slow down broadband speeds. These complications can be
especially challenging for families with multiple children and adults utilizing internet services
simultaneously during the COVID-19 pandemic.

Access to education. The transition to virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic has divided children
with and without access to adequate online technologies at home. In Spring 2020, nearly 16 million
students nationwide (30%) did not have access to technologies to successfully engage with virtual learning,
and this digital divide is especially large for Black, Latinx, or Native American students, or students living in
rural areas.3 In Indiana in 2018, nearly 330,000 students (29%) lacked access to broadband services or a
computer device4 Evidence before the COVID-19 pandemic indicated that students without internet access
at home have lower grade point averages, take longer to complete homework assignments, and are less
likely to attend college.5

Access to health care. The COVID-19 pandemic has led to widespread adoption of telehealth practices. This
shift has allowed for medical appointments to continue despite social distancing and stay-at-home orders.
Providers have reported substantial increases in the number of patients utilizing telemedicine services
since March 2020. Prior to the pandemic, telemedicine utilization was expensive as many insurance



companies did not have the same reimbursement plan for virtual visits.6 During the pandemic, waivers,
especially for Medicare patients, made telemedicine financially lucrative for medical providers.é

Access to telemedicine services may reduce health care disparities, especially for families living in rural
areas who may not be near hospitals or doctor’s offices. However, the digital divide may increase disparities
for others. For example, families caring for elderly parents, families with children or adults with disabilities,
and non-English speaking families may face unique challenges in accessing telehealth services.”-9

Looking ahead. Lack of access to high-speed internet creates challenges for Hoosier families to receive the
education, healthcare, and economic opportunities they need. The ongoing COVID-19 pandemic has
highlighted gaps in families’ internet access and utilization. Implementing solutions to close the digital
divide could improve the health and vitality of Indiana families in an increasingly digital world. Broadband
infrastructure is only the first step: policies may need to address issues related to affordability of services,
internet literacy, and digital inclusion.

Despite challenging circumstances in response to the COVID-19 pandemic, several creative solutions have
been developed that highlight interesting future avenues for families, communities, and policymakers in the
years to come. The 2020 Indiana Family Impact Seminar, offered by the Indiana Consortium of Family
Organizations (COFQ), investigated the several ways that the digital divide played out in the context of
COVID-19 and discussed research about the transition to online spheres to propel Indiana into the future.

Considerations for Legislators
Infrastructure

> Barriers for broadband deployment in rural communities include high economic costs for internet
service providers in a) building infrastructure and b) navigating complex geographical features (e.g.,
hills) that may interrupt service.10

> Low adoption rates of internet service packages in rural areas may decrease financial incentives for
internet service providers to deploy services to rural areas.11

> Some maps of broadband coverage may overestimate the number of families who have access to
broadband services. Additionally, individuals’ access may be overestimated when examining access
statistics at the level of census tracts, which may conceal variability and differences at the local
level.2

Utilization

> Even if infrastructure is in place, services may not be utilized by families, for a variety of reasons:

> Family income may make it challenging for families to afford internet services. Of families
making less than $25,000 per year, roughly 45% do not have access to internet access and
29% do not have a computer.12

> Families may not have computers or tablets in the home that would allow for full utilization
of internet services. In general, mobile users are less likely than computer users to engage
in online activities, including accessing search engines, reading online, or completing work-



>

related activities.13 Currently, the FCC does not consider cell-phone only usage as an
adequate replacement to computers and tablets.14

> Older individuals, compared to younger populations, are less likely to utilize broadband
services and have lower levels of internet resourcefulness.”

Individuals with disabilities are less likely to utilize broadband and less likely to own multiple
technology devices,15 although there is variability in accessibility between type and extent of
disability.8 For example, those with cognitive impairments report greater challenges in utilizing
internet services.8

Advertised speeds and actual speeds may differ within households, and there is variation in speed
between internet service providers, geographic location, and time of day (e.g., peak time).16

Speed is also determined by the need for one person doing one thing at one time; families with
multiple devices simultaneously being used and multitasking can significantly increase the need for
high-speed broadband coverage.1.17

Education

>

In a survey of a representative sample of nearly 6,000 teachers during the Spring 2020 semester,
only half of the teachers indicated that all (or nearly all) of their students had access to internet,
with wide variation amongst school districts and states.18

> Students were less likely to have internet access if they attended schools a) in rural areas,
b) with a greater percentage of students of color, and c) with higher poverty rates.18

> Qualitative data from teachers indicated that the digital divide impacted more than just
students’ learning in class, but also created barriers in engaging with families.

> Teachers also cited their poor internet connections themselves as other challenges to
engaging with students and families.18

Healthcare

>

Elderly patients are less likely to utilize telemedicine services, and this may be related to the digjtal
divide, digital literacy, or specific cognitive or physical needs.19

Long-term care facilities may not have the necessary infrastructure to facilitate telehealth
appointments and care.1°

> Using data from a New York City hospital during the stay-at-home orders (March 19 to April
30, 2020), patients were less likely to utilize telemedicine in zip codes with lower median
household income and smaller median family size.® After controlling for relevant individual
and community-level factors, Black patients were less likely than white patients to utilize
telemedicine.®



> Using data from two San Francisco hospitals from before and immediately following the shift
to telemedicine (February to April 2020), providers saw a decrease in visits for elderly
populations, non-English speakers, and those with Medicare or Medicaid insurance.21

Workforce

> Arecent report by the U.S. Chamber of Commerce Technology Engagement Center in partnership
with Amazon estimates that increasing broadband services and accessibility in rural Indiana could
result in the creation of 16,000 jobs and an increased GDP of $2 billion.22

Current Indiana Initiatives

> Next Level Connections Broadband Program (Indiana’s Broadband Initiative). On September 3,
2020, Gov. Holcomb announced the recipients of the $51 million investment in broadband
infrastructure that will provide access to 10,590 homes/commercial locations in 32 Indiana
counties. Additionally, internet service providers matched $53 million, resulting in $104 million in
broadband investments for these counties.23

> Rural Road to Recovery (Indiana’s Broadband Initiative). In July 2020, Lt. Gov. Crouch announced
the Rural Road to Recovery initiative as part of the Indiana Broadband Initiative. In partnership with
Purdue University's Center for Regional Development, Ball State University's Indiana Communities
Institute, and several Indiana agencies, this initiative aims to identify and ameliorate the effects of
COVID-19 on rural businesses and communities. Currently ongoing, this initiative requires
community partners to work together to identify issues and create integrated solutions to meet the
needs of rural Indiana communities, especially with regard to the COVID-19 response strategies.24

Additional Resources

Pew State Broadband Policy Explorer. A repository of each state’s policies and initiatives for improving
access to broadband. Policies can be sorted by state, year, and categories, including broadband programs,
funding, and infrastructure access. https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/data-
visualizations/2019/state-broadband-policy-explorer

Federal Communication Commission’s (FCC) Measuring Broadband America. Reports and methodologies of
FCC’s nationwide examination of consumer broadband access and usage.
https://www.fcc.gov/general/measuring-broadband-america

BroadbandNow. Aggregates and analyzes private and public data (e.g., FCC, Census) to create
comprehensive reports for consumer broadband access and usage. This site also updates a Nationwide
Broadband Map and generates research on the social, political, and economic implications of broadband
coverage. https://broadbandnow.com/

Indiana Broadband Map. Last updated in June 2019, uses FCC Form 477 data to display broadband
coverage and availability in Indiana. When searching by address, results are presented at the level of the
Census block (rather than the individual address) so coverage may vary.
https://www.indianabroadbandmap.com/



https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/data-visualizations/2019/state-broadband-policy-explorer
https://www.pewtrusts.org/en/research-and-analysis/data-visualizations/2019/state-broadband-policy-explorer
https://www.fcc.gov/general/measuring-broadband-america
https://broadbandnow.com/
https://www.indianabroadbandmap.com/

Purdue Center for Regional Development (PCRD)’s publications and resources. The PCRD creates and
curates programs, resources, and tools to facilitate understanding of digital inclusion in Indiana.
https://pcrd.purdue.edu/

Rural Indiana Stats. The PCRD presents a Digital Divide Index that accounts for both
infrastructure/adoption and socioeconomic characteristics of counties, with higher scores indicating a
larger digital divide. This website includes downloadable reports and maps for each county.
https://pcrd.purdue.edu/ruralindianastats/broadband/ddi.php?variable=ddi-overview&county=Adams

Common Sense Interactive Map. Interactive map corresponding with Chandra et al. (2020) report, Closing
the K-12 Digital Divide in the Age of Distance Learning. Utilizes 2018 U.S. Census Bureau American
Community Survey and National Center for Education Statistics to estimate student access within each
state: https://www.commonsensemedia.org/digital-divide-stories#/state
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