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An exploratory study was conducted examining Internet usage among African-American 

college students. The study examined both psychosocial correlates, including technological 

anxiety and racial identity as well as socioeconomic measures, as they impacted Internet usage. 

Additionally, three distinct measures of Internet usage, thin access, thick access and the Internet 

Connectedness Index (ICI), were used as criterion variables in three separate multiple regression 

analysis (MRA) models. The results of the study found differences in predictive validity based 

on the criterion variable used, with the ICI accounting for the greatest amount of variance (54%). 

Racial identity, in terms of internal beliefs and feelings about being African American and 

internalization of Afrocentric values in a political context were found to be predictive of Internet 

usage as measured by the ICI. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

As our utilization and reliance on information technology increases, we are evolving into 

an electronically based society. As a result, the population of online users of technology is 

steadily increasing. However, surveys show a discrepancy between the number of European 

Americans and African Americans using the Internet. This discrepancy in usage, often called the 

“racial digital divide” (Hoffman & Novak, 1998), may lead to potentially negative effects for the 

African American population. Subsequently, researchers in the areas of communication, 

journalism and information technology are investigating the dynamics of this digital divide. 

These studies have addressed such issues as computer ownership, education and usage rates 

(Hill, 1999; Hoffman & Novak, 1996;; Holloway, 2000; Katz & Aspden, 1997; Kiesler, Zdaniuk, 

Lundmark, Kraut, 2000; Servon & Nelson, 2001; Schumacher & Morahan-Martin, 2001; 

Vanderbilt University, Project 2000, 1998, February) Psychologists, however, have not yet 

begun to study the digital divide. Therefore, issues related to perceptions of information 

technology and related affective, cognitive, and interpersonal dynamics that may contribute to 

this digital divide are not yet known. 

The Internet refers to the electronic network of resources, often metaphorically described 

as a web that links people and information through computers and other digital devices allowing 

person-to-person communication and information retrieval.  Conceived of by the Advanced 

Research Projects Agency (ARPA) of the U.S. government in 1969, it was first known as the 

ARPANet. The original aim was to create a network that would allow users of a research 

computer at one university to communicate with research computers at other universities. A side 

benefit of ARPANet's design was that, because messages could be routed or rerouted in more 
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than one direction, the network could continue to function even if parts of it were destroyed, for 

example, in the event of a military attack or other disaster (Howe, 1997; Kiesler, 1997). 

Today, the Internet is a public, cooperative, and self-sustaining facility accessible to 

hundreds of millions of people worldwide. For many Internet users, electronic mail (e-mail) has 

practically replaced the Postal Service for short written transactions. Electronic mail is the most 

widely used application on the Internet (Bakardjieva & Smith, 2001).  Live text "conversations" 

can be carried on with other computer users, using Internet Relay Chat (IRC), and more recently, 

Internet telephony hardware and software allows for real-time voice conversations. The most 

widely used sector of the Internet is the World Wide Web (often abbreviated "WWW" or called 

"the Web"). Many users find the WWW to be accessible due to its utilization of hypertext, a 

method of cross-referencing. In most Web sites, certain words or phrases appear in text of a 

different color than the rest; often this text is also underlined. When one of these words or 

phrases is selected, data is displayed that is relevant to this word or phrase. Sometimes there are 

buttons, images, or portions of images that are “clickable.” If the pointer is moved over a spot on 

a Web site and the pointer changes into a hand, this indicates that users can click on the spot and 

be transferred to another related site (Lawrence & Giles, 1998). 

 Using the Web, individuals have access to millions of pages of information.  According 

to the Department of Commerce (2000), over 100 million adults in the United States alone have 

access to approximately 800 million unique pages of data.  The social rewards of the Internet 

have been described as a “revolution in democratic communication” (Hoffman & Novak, 1998, 

p.3) of science and technology for all members of our society. 
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Digital Divide 

Social scientists have begun to examine the current demographic patterns regarding 

Internet access and use. A recent study of Internet use found that African Americans are 

underrepresented on the Internet, representing only 2% of Internet users, while making up 12.8% 

of the U.S. population (Hoffman & Novak, 1998). Recent population projections estimate that 

African Americans will represent 15.4% of the U.S. population by 2050. If there is not a change 

in their Internet participation, 58 million of 60 million African Americans will not be online by 

2050 (U.S. Census Bureau, 2001).  Researchers have identified a “digital divide,” a gap created 

by access or lack of access to information technology and to the manner of use of technology by 

members of various social groups (Hoffman & Novak, 1998; Katz & Aspden, 1997). 

This divide has been described as a division between the “haves” and “have-nots” (NTIA, 

1995). Although the “haves” and “have-nots” in the current digital revolution encompass a 

variety of racial, ethnic, and socioeconomic groups, the largest difference is developing between 

African Americans and European Americans, two groups that have historically been divided into 

“haves” and “have nots.” Without underestimating the impact of previous divisions between the 

races, the digital divide has perhaps the greatest potential to relegate the “have-nots” to the status 

of a permanent underclass.  

The Issue of Access 

In Falling Through the Net II, the National Telecommunications and Information 

Administration (NTIA, 1999) published the results of its detailed examination of technology 

access and usage in the United States. The outset of the government report confirmed the 

importance of computers and Internet technology in today’s society by observing that “the 

Internet is a nascent, rapidly diffusing technology that promises to become the economic 
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underpinning for all the successful countries in the new global economy”(NTIA, 1999, p.1). The 

NTIA (1999) further explained that “understanding who is connected to the Net, and how it is 

being used, is critical to the development of sound policies in this area” (NTIA, 1999, p.2). 

The study examined three areas of technology access and usage—telephones, personal 

computers, and the Internet—and determined that with respect to telephones, approximately 94% 

of the people in America own a telephone at home. Yet even with what amounts to nearly 

universal access to telephones, there is still a disparity between racial and social classes when the 

number of telephones owned is broken down by demographics. Specifically, those who are low-

income, minority, less-educated, or single parents are less likely to have a telephone at home. 

Although telephones are not a new technology, they are the most frequently used means to 

access the Internet from home. Therefore, an examination of telephone ownership is important 

because it identifies those households that have established the prerequisite to Internet access 

(NTIA, 1999). 

The study also determined that although household rates of personal computer ownership 

and Internet access have dramatically increased since 1994, for all demographic groups, the 

digital divide has nevertheless widened. For instance, African American households are far less 

likely than European American households to own personal computers and have Internet access. 

During the four-year period between 1994 and 1998, the computer ownership gap between 

African American and European American households grew from 16.8% to 23.4%. In terms of 

Internet access, the gap widened similarly from 13.5% to 18.6% during that same period. The 

study summarized all of the findings by stating that while “all Americans are becoming 

increasingly connected...certain groups are growing far more rapidly [which] means that the 

“haves” have only become more information-rich in 1998 while the “have-nots” are lagging even 
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further behind” (NTIA,1999, p.8). For example, although almost 70 percent of schools in this 

country have at least one computer connected to the Internet, less than 15 percent have Internet 

access (Harmon, 1997). Access is not distributed randomly, but correlated strongly with income 

and education (Coley, Cradler & Engle, 1997).  

The Benton Foundation’s study Losing Ground Bit by Bit (Benton Foundation, 1998) 

notes that while 80% of families with incomes of $100,000 or more have home computers, only 

about 25% of households with income under $30,000 or less have home computers. The digital 

revolution, defined as the rapid increase in access and usage of digital technology in almost all 

aspects of life, is occurring in America’s wealthy suburbs and affluent sections of cities and 

town, while in the poorest areas, it is likely to be something only heard of—not experienced. In 

terms of policy implications, the NTIA (1998) advised that efforts to resolve the digital divide 

should continue to focus primarily upon low-income, minority and young populations because 

these groups “could most use electronic services to find jobs, housing and other services” (NTIA, 

1999, p. 8). 

This observation highlights one of the ironies of the digital divide: The groups that would 

benefit most from the informational resources and convenience afforded by computers and 

Internet access are the groups that may not have the opportunity to use this technology. As 

technology continues to become more important in everyday life, knowledge and capabilities in 

this area may no longer be a matter of curiosity and convenience, but may become a necessary 

tool for success and optimal access to resources. 

Data indicate that most Americans are adapting to these changes and many are reveling in 

the added convenience and efficiency these innovations provide (Bakardjieva & Smith, 2001). 

For some segments of the population however, adapting to meet the demands of the technology 
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revolution is not even a remote consideration. Indeed, to some of these individuals, computers 

and the Internet are viewed as an unnecessary luxury at best and a potential intrusion into 

personal privacy at worst. This reluctant group of “have-nots” is unlikely to be persuaded to 

adopt technology no matter how many free or reduced price computers are provided. These 

individuals actively reject technology in their lives and will likely be relegated to the perimeter 

of our contemporary society. 

On the other hand, there is another group of “have-nots” who could be persuaded to 

explore and eventually adopt the technology, if the costs and benefits of adoption are clearly 

articulated in terms that illustrate the significant long-term personal and professional 

consequences of ignoring the digital revolution. This is perhaps the most overlooked aspect of 

current strategies to narrow the digital divide. As with many social issues that disproportionately 

impact minority groups, there is continuous debate between politicians and academics 

concerning the ever-increasing technology gap, but very little discussion with minority groups 

about the consequences of permitting this division to continue. 

We are approaching what might be considered a critical juncture where the “haves” and 

“have-nots” will be so widely separated that there may be no chance of ever reuniting these 

divergent paths (Mack, 2001). To be left behind in the digital age is to be unemployed, 

underemployed, information-deprived, and subject to a “technology tax” on goods and services 

that are more expensive to consumers who do not utilize Internet technology.  These are 

significant disadvantages, which are already becoming a reality.  For example, a number of 

employers as well as colleges now require applicants to demonstrate some familiarity with 

computer technology, even though their jobs or majors may not require them to interact with 

computers on a daily basis (Mack, 2001). Thus, applicants are systematically weeded out or 
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dismissed in the initial selection phases if they cannot demonstrate a minimal level of computer 

competency. In the job market, employment advertisements for all types of occupations are 

increasingly found on the Internet. Job seekers who are adept at the online job search process 

have a significant advantage over those who search by traditional means. 

Furthermore, as technology becomes an integral part of our culture, the means of 

distributing information will be driven by the electronic and wireless markets. Today, in addition 

to the traditional media outlets, many people receive news and information through a variety of 

electronic sources. With the wireless technology revolution upon us, it will not be uncommon for 

people to carry their news and information sources with them, receiving periodic updates 

throughout the day. Less expensive means of communicating will be technology based as well. 

The effect of e-mail as a modern communication device has already been witnessed. E-mail 

users appreciate and frequently take advantage of the instantaneous and low cost nature of this 

communication tool, as evidenced by the fact that the use of e-mail outpaces all other aspects of 

Internet use. Now, with the possibility of transmitting voice over the Internet, long distance voice 

communications are also becoming a vital aspect of Internet technology (Mack 2001). 

Retail establishments, financial institutions, and health care providers are also moving 

toward an Internet model to make their services accessible to customers around the clock. As an 

extra incentive, some Internet merchants offer reduced rates or additional services to customers 

who choose to conduct business on the Internet. Because web sites typically are not as costly to 

maintain as a building or office complex, some merchants are willing to pass these savings on to 

Internet customers (Bikson & Panis, 1999). 

For many communication researchers, media is seen as a mechanism of change. Media is 

not just a channel for conveying information, but environments unto themselves. The Internet, 
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because of the skills needed to use it, lends itself to the possibility of being exploited by an elite 

class that has the time and resources to gain access to it. Conversely, the more accessible the 

Internet becomes to the common person, the more likely it will be democratized by culture. As a 

result of improvements in technology, information is portable and can travel at high speed over 

great distances. Information is also becoming more impermanent (i.e., subject to change), and as 

result it has become easier to impact a larger area and cause social change and possible 

instability within the area impacted. 

These examples demonstrate that the momentum is in the direction of more technology, 

not less. With statistics continuing to show a digital divide that is, in fact, increasing at the lowest 

income level (Bolt & Crawford, 2000), and as technology continues to grow ever more rapidly, 

the need for a solution to end this digital divide becomes ever more urgent. 

The Role of Economics 

Within the United States, Hispanics (31.8%) and African Americans (39.8%) lag 

significantly behind European Americans (59.9%) in Internet access at home. The NTIA (1999) 

found that the racial digital divide has actually widened among low-income groups, with the gap 

in computer usage greatest at the lowest income levels between European Americans and 

African Americans. Within the under $10,000 income category, 10.8% of European Americans 

own computers, compared to 2.8% of African Americans. While income is related to racial 

differences in computer ownership, European Americans are more likely to own a home 

computer than African Americans at each and every education level, even when differences in 

education are controlled (Hoffman & Novak, 1998).   

Most research on the digital divide has addressed issues of access and education as they 

relate to economics. The NTIA (1999) in their study Falling Through The Net II found that 
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European Americans are more likely to have access to the Internet from home than African 

Americans or Hispanics are from any location. African American and Hispanic households are 

2/5 as likely to have home Internet access as European American households. In households 

where the income is over $40,000, European Americans were twice as likely as African 

Americans to own home computers. Seventy-five percent of America’s poorest households are 

not online as of late 2001, compared to only 20% of homes earning over $75,000 (Hoffman & 

Novak, 1998).   

Hoffman and Novak (1998) analyzed data from the CommerceNet/ Nielsen Internet 

Demographic Study (IDS) consisting of 5,813 respondents, which was the first study of Internet 

usage to collect data on race and ethnicity. The study was based upon unrestricted random digit 

dial sampling and used computer-assisted telephone interviewing system to obtain the 5,813 

respondents. The 5,813 respondents were weighted to represent the total population of 199.9 

million individuals in the United States aged 16 and over. They found that with regard to 

computer access at work, African Americans were more likely to have access than European 

Americans, even when controlling education in addition to income. Additionally, African 

Americans in upper income groups tended to be younger and to work in computer-related 

occupations. In their sample, African Americans, when compared to European Americans who 

made more than $40,000 per year, tended to be better educated, younger and more likely to be 

working in computer-related occupations. It was concluded that societal biases have either a) 

required African Americans to obtain higher education levels in order to achieve the same 

income as European Americans or b) resulted in older African Americans not being able to 

achieve high incomes. Within their study, Hoffman and Novak emphasize the importance of 

access and multiple points of access as a necessary element to eliminating the digital divide. 
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Additional Factors Influencing Access 

Since Hoffman and Novak’s (1998) study, defining the term “access” has come to mean 

more than being able to connect with the Internet. Access also depends on the speed of a 

computer and its hardware, which will determine the quality of Internet access that can be 

obtained. As of August 2001, almost twice as many urban households (21.2%) were connected to 

the Internet via high-speed broadband as rural households (12.2%). Compared to European 

Americans, American Indians/Eskimos/Aleuts, African Americans and Hispanic are more likely 

to utilize Internet access outside the home. African Americans who do not use the Internet at 

home are twice as likely to use a public library or community center for access as European 

Americans. Other non-Hispanic minorities (including American Indians, Eskimos, and Aleuts) 

are 1.24 times as likely as European Americans to use public resources for access (NTIA, 2001). 

Differences in media use between European Americans and African Americans found 

that the rate of home computer ownership among African Americans is a flat or even decreasing; 

however, the rates of cable and satellite dish penetration are increasing dramatically for African 

Americans. Hoffman and Novak (1998) suggested that African Americans might make better 

immediate prospects than European Americans for Internet access through cable modems and 

satellite technology.  

Educational Issues 

As noted, education affects Internet usage. For many, a lack of computer skills, especially 

concerning how to maneuver through the Internet, only adds to concerns about going online. As 

a result inexperienced users may be anxious about going online. This anxiety may hinder their 

ability to effectively use a computer and the Internet, leading to a negative self-fulfilling 

prophecy concerning their abilities. (Eastin & LaRose, 2000; Jackson, Ervin, Gardner, & 
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Schmitt, 2001). Surveys of low-income users report a desire for easier Internet searching and a 

desire for coaches and mentors to guide them in finding what they want on the Web.  They want 

a place where they can get literacy support and where they can work with others in their 

community who are doing the same thing (Lazarus & Mora, 2000). 

Katz and Aspden (2000) found that Internet dropouts (people who reported previous 

usage of the Internet and then stopped usage) tended to be less affluent, less well educated, and 

younger than other users. Users with higher educational levels were less likely to become 

Internet dropouts, which may be related to their better understanding of the opportunities 

provided by the Internet; they were also more likely to have a job that required use of the 

Internet.  On the other hand, Internet dropouts may have more competing interests for their time, 

which may contribute to dropout rates. 

In addition to a lack of educational resources among many low-income users, there are 

differences in the way computers are used in lower-income vs. higher-income schools. In low-

income schools, which are often African American, computers are used for rote memorization 

and drills. In more affluent schools, children are more likely to use a computer as a discovery 

tool to be used for exploration or figuring out a problem. In essence, students in higher income 

schools are developing critical thinking skills in conjunction with their computer skills, which 

increase their comfort and ease in using computers. Conversely, children in low-income schools 

may be missing out on many of the positive and creative experiences of using a computer and 

may be less likely to pursue more experiences with computers on their own (Clark & Gorski, 

2001).  

The most dramatic difference between computer ownership among European Americans 

and African Americans occurs among current high school and college students. Seventy-three 

 11



 

percent of European American students owned a home computer versus thirty-two percent of 

African American students (Holloway, 2000). African American children who tend to attend 

predominantly low-income schools are less likely to ask for or report a need for a computer to 

their parents. This may be reflective of their lack of desire to seek further computer usage outside 

of school (Clark & Gorski, 2001). In homes where there is a computer, children often encourage 

computer use by other family members and are the “technical wizards” in the family, often 

helping out other family members with computer concerns. A computer in the home has been 

shown to be a significant contributor to closing the digital divide in terms of rates of Internet 

usage. 

Lack of a home computer adds to the difficulties of increasing computer skills and 

becoming familiar with the Internet (Kiesler, Zdaniuk, Lundmark & Kraut, 2000). Among 

students without a computer in the home, European American students were much more likely 

than African American students to have used the Web, and also more likely to have used the 

Web at locations other than home, work, or school with “access translating to usage.” (Hoffman 

& Novak, 1998, p. 3). When African Americans do seek alternate sources, they must rely on 

public institutions where, especially in minority communities, proper time and resources are 

scarce, further decreasing computer usage.  

With regard to literacy, online content has generally been targeted to Internet users who 

are highly educated with average or advanced literacy levels. However, 44 million American 

adults do not have the reading and writing skills necessary for functioning in everyday life. 

Appropriate online content could, therefore, raise literacy as well as employment levels. For 

example, most sources of information for low-literacy readers are in print. Providing this 

information online would be a first step in making the Internet more useful. Adding programs on 
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preparing for the General Equivalency Degree (GED) and tutorials for software programs and 

Internet use would also make the Internet more accessible to low-income users and improve the 

quality of their online experience (Lazarus & Mora, 2001). 

Solutions to the digital divide have mainly focused on increasing access to the Internet 

for low-income groups (Vanderbilt University, Project 2000, 1998, February). Among these 

programs is the development of Community Technology Centers (CTC) in low-income areas to 

provide access as well as educational resources (Katz & Aspden, 2000). CTC’s are community-

based efforts to provide computer access and training to disadvantaged populations that would 

otherwise have no such access. CTC’s, a relatively new innovation, were developed with the 

hope of balancing access to information technology in terms of Internet access and education. 

Preliminary research indicates that CTC’s are filling a critical need for populations, often 

low-income populations who do not have access to computers and other technologies at home or 

work. According to the NTIA (1999) “households with incomes of less than $20,000 and Black 

households…are twice as likely to get Internet access through a public library or CTC than are 

households earning more than $20,000 or White households” (NTIA 1999, p.78). This increase 

in access and education via CTC’s and other public resources has provided in the hope that an 

increase in access will translate to an increase in usage and thus a decrease in the digital divide. 

To an extent, this has been shown to be true, with differential access to the Internet as a major 

cause of the digital divide (U.S. Commerce, 1995). This differential access has mainly been 

attributed to a lack of income and education. However, survey research has found that racial 

minorities are less likely to own and use home computers, even after controlling for income and 

education (Anderson, Bikson, Law & Mitchell, 1995). 
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A study by Carnegie Mellon University’s HomeNet project (Carnegie Mellon University, 

1997) examined residential Internet use and provided free access to a diverse population 

consisting of 100 families from the Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania area. The results showed that 

income and education did not predict Internet use, but race did.  After controlling for income and 

education, it was found that people from different socioeconomic groups use the Internet equally 

but racial minorities use it less than European Americans or Asian Americans (Carnegie Mellon 

University, 1997). While computer use in general has increased, the digital divide between 

European Americans and African Americans continues, despite numerous efforts to create 

awareness and provide equipment and training (Digital Beat, 1999). Hoffman and Novak (1999) 

found that within a six-month period, 22 % of African Americans had been on the Internet versus 

36% of European Americans.  

As has been noted, the digital divide is more than an issue of access attributed in terms of 

computer ownership and education.  Having access to and knowing how to use a computer is 

only one factor contributing to the digital divide.  A discussion of access is misleading without 

discussing the quality of access. 

Thick vs. Thin Access 

Burbules and Callister (1999) propose “thin” and “thick” conceptions of access. Thin 

access is merely a gateway through which prospective users can enter, if they choose to do so. 

Thick access is composed of  all the factors that actually affect who does and does not choose to 

access the Internet, why they choose to access the Internet  and who can take advantage of  the 

Internet in an effective way and who cannot. Without the latter, the former is largely empty. In 

addition, thicker conceptions of access examine not only “access for whom,” but also “access to 

what, and for what purposes?” The avenues of access are not taken at face value, in large part 
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because thick access recognizes that the question of what one has access to, and why, often 

directly affects the “who” question. Without addressing the questions that thick access poses, 

access for certain groups will be inadvertently limited despite the best of intentions. As noted, 

income is not the primary factor that determines home computer ownership.  At the lowest 

income levels, the gaps have widened for computer ownership among racial minorities when 

compared with European Americans.  A low-income European American child is three times 

more likely to own a computer than an African American child in the same socioeconomic 

category (Bolt & Crawford, 2000). 

The Internet Connectedness Index (ICI), by Jung, Qui and Kim (2000) quantifies Internet 

connections beyond access and time online, to measure the scope and centrality of Internet usage 

of several different social groups. According to the authors, the digital divide is more than just an 

issue of ownership and access. They argue that there is a dynamic relationship between time and 

established proficiency in computer usage which involves a person’s intentions when going 

online and what they do once they are online. Jung and colleagues conducted a random digit 

telephone survey of seven neighborhoods in Los Angeles, sampling specific ethnic groups that 

were characteristic of the area. The ethnicities represented were European American, Latino, 

Korean American, Chinese American and African American. The survey was made available to 

non-English speakers in their native languages. The sample consisted of 1831 participants, with 

252 African Americans in the sample. Of this sample, 770 had Internet access so further 

questions relating to Internet usage were therefore restricted to this sample. Of African 

Americans in the study, 44% reported having Internet access, as compared to 63% of European 

Americans. 
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By using the ICI, socioeconomic differences and correlates related to usage were 

discovered, and as a result a different view of the digital divide emerged. On the ICI African 

Americans scored between the high ICI group of European Americans and the low ICI group of 

Mexican Americans. A significant correlation was found between ICI scores and level of 

education, income, age and gender. Gender was significantly correlated with time online. The 

higher the ICI score, more likely the participant was to be more educated, affluent, younger and 

male. Within this sample, 37% of African American respondents had college degrees, whereas 

less than 10% of the Latino respondents had college degrees, with Latinos reporting the lowest 

ICI. If the digital divide is defined in simple ownership and access terms, critical variables that 

may be contributing to differences in Internet usage may be missed. 

Thick Access 

After differences in education and income are accounted for, African Americans continue 

to use the Internet less than European Americans. In an increasingly technology-centered society, 

the racial digital divide is an important issue to resolve if we are to have full participation in 

society by all its members. As technology becomes more ingrained in our culture and becomes 

increasingly more necessary for success, the opportunity to be a part of the digital community is 

one that needs to be available to all members of society. Access to information technology by 

racial minorities and the content being viewed needs to be systematically investigated to better 

understand factors contributing to this racial gap. 

Issues Related To Safety 

For many, the Internet is assumed to be “raceless,” a place where racial differences don’t 

exist. This assumption of a raceless cyberspace can actually be a source of problems for many 

minorities. In cyberspace, users tend to assume all other users are European Americans, unless 
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they find out differently. According to Kali Tal, professor of humanities, the anonymity of the 

Internet can lead to initial feelings of exhilaration, but may eventually lead into frustration by the 

need to assert one’s race online (Young, 2001).  

Another issue is the idea of “identity tourism” which is defined as a person pretending to 

be of another race, often in stereotypic form, while online. She expresses concern that by taking 

on the role of another race the person may minimize the experiences of different racial groups 

and thus become less sympathetic to what it feels like to be different. Issues such as dealing with 

hate speech in cyberspace and whether cultural identity can be expressed online are areas that 

may add to African Americans’ reluctance to go online (Young, 2001). 

Issues Related to Privacy 

Another barrier to Internet usage is online privacy. With the infinite use and misuses of 

the Internet occurring daily, there are many existing and soon-to-be existing technological 

instruments designed specifically to intrude upon the privacy of online users. Many people 

accept this as an inevitable consequence of using the Internet and consider it the price to be paid 

to have access to such technology.  Others believe that as long as they are engaged in legal 

activities, there is nothing to fear. However, many people who are engaged in legitimate 

activities are reluctant to have these activities made public.  Additionally, many Internet users 

may be willing to accept limited privacy but few will expect that private information will be 

compiled to create online profiles to be used for marketing or other purposes (Ervin & Gilmore, 

1999). 

There is sometimes a climate of fear and alienation surrounding technology in the 

African American community, which may also contribute to the racial digital divide.  

“…whenever automation has come it’s been to the disadvantage of African Americans, so there 
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is a lot of distrust there” (Bolt & Crawford, 2000, p.234). There is some evidence that African 

Americans trust the Internet less than European Americans. Many African Americans report a 

lack of trust of the Internet and report concern over the safety of using the Internet. There is 

concern that the government is monitoring their activities online and this information is being 

recorded (Ervin & Gilmore, 1999). 

Considering the history of mistrust surrounding science and technology, when African 

Americans view these actual or potential breaches of privacy, the risk of owning a personal 

computer and accessing the Internet is magnified. The risk may be seen as the equivalent of 

giving away one’s right to personal privacy, especially since the inner workings of computers are 

largely incomprehensible to the average layperson. Due to the unique historical perspective of 

African Americans, they are more likely to have a heightened sense of awareness where personal 

privacy issues are concerned, and, accordingly, act more vigilantly when it comes to protecting 

themselves against governmental intrusion into their private lives (Bolt and Crawford, 2000). To 

the extent that computer technology is associated with the risk of an invasion of privacy, African 

Americans are less likely to purchase or utilize computer technology. The combination of price 

and risk is likely to outweigh any perceived benefits. Some African Americans do not own a 

computer because they fear that the government will be able to watch them or monitor their 

physical movements through their computer usage (Mack, 2001). 

Lack of Salience 

According to Bolt and Crawford (2000), there is a lack of identification with the digital 

future among minorities. Many minority youths do not see reflections of themselves when they 

go to a software store or log on to the Internet. The Internet is viewed as something in which 

European Americans participate. As a general rule, there is a tendency for the content of the 
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Internet to reflect the originators of the Internet meaning scientific or academic material written 

by professors or scientists who are white males. This lack of identification with technology can 

be attributed to the fact that “…for African Americans, historical experience with automation has 

been one of disengagement and disenfranchisement” (p. 251). For many African Americans there 

is a lack of salience in addition to the lack of identification with the Internet. David Ellington, 

founder of NetNoir, believes that “Black Folks will embrace the technology of the Internet as 

soon as it becomes more relevant to our lives” (p. 253) and until then will not place a great deal 

of emphasis on the Internet. Many believe that good jobs are available that do not require the 

Internet. As a result, there is a lack of motivation to learn about the Internet or go online. 

When low-income Americans, which include a large percentage of African Americans, 

do attempt to go online, they report that there is a scarcity of information about their local 

community available.  This lack of information reflects a pre-packaging of the Internet by large 

commercial companies without an examination of the needs of the local community. Yet many 

low-income Internet users want local entry-level job listings, local housing listings, including 

low-rent apartments and homes in foreclosure, community information about neighborhood 

events, local schools, and places to go for family outings (Lazarus & Mora, 2000). 

Cultural Content 

 The Internet can be a tool to share and celebrate the uniqueness of cultures in the United 

States. However, the lack of Internet content generated by or for ethnic communities serves as a 

barrier for many African Americans. Exploration and development of web sites devoted to 

specific cultural content may help foster ethnic and local cultural interests. Additionally, health 

and other vital information presented to particular racial and ethnic groups would be helpful 

(Lazarus & Mora, 2000). 

 19



 

Psychological Factors Related to the Racial Digital Divide 

Jackson, Ervin, Gardner and Schmitt (2001) examined the role of psychological factors 

that may influence Internet use. In a survey of 787 college undergraduates, 630 European 

Americans and 157 African Americans, who had similar access to the Internet, were 

investigated. Motivational, affective, and cognitive factors influencing Internet use and their 

contribution to the racial digital divide were examined. Racial differences in Internet use were 

discovered but were limited to e-mail use.  

The study also found that motivational factors affect Internet use.  When information was 

personally relevant, African Americans used the Web more than European Americans. African 

Americans were also more likely to visit university Web pages involving financial aid and 

computer services. This is likely to be a result of a greater need for financial assistance and 

computer help as a result of less computer experience before entering college. They did not differ 

in how successful their Web searches were. 

African Americans were less likely than European Americans to have parents who used 

computers. Having fewer communication partners may partially account for African Americans 

using e-mail less than European Americans.  Both reported that they e-mailed friends more often 

than family, and European Americans reported that they e-mailed family more than African 

Americans.  E-mail use was found to be inversely related to negative affect. African Americans 

had less trust in both e-mail and the Web than European Americans and were more likely to 

believe that officials could find out their Web activities. African Americans also reported greater 

computer self-confidence and believed that computers were taking over society, and that 

desirable jobs not requiring computer skills would still be available in the future. African 

Americans were less likely to have a home computer prior to entering college, were of a lower 
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socioeconomic status and less likely to have parents who were college educated. Computer self-

confidence, computer ownership, Web trust, and the belief that computers can help increase 

control in one’s life predicted Web use (Jackson, Ervin, Gardner & Schmitt, 2001). 

Computer anxiety was negatively related to Web use. African Americans were more 

anxious, but differences in anxiety did not account for differences in Internet use. High computer 

self-confidence and motivation for personally relevant information were sufficient to “cancel 

out” factors that undermined use, such as computer anxiety and computer distrust with regard to 

privacy and confidentiality. Overall, the nature of the relationship between psychological factors 

that influence Internet use among African Americans and European Americans is the same; what 

distinguishes the races are mean levels of these psychological factors (Jackson, Ervin, Gardner & 

Schmitt, 2001).  

Jackson, Ervin, Gardner and Schmitt (2001) conducted the only study to look at 

motivational, cognitive, and affective factors related to Internet usage in African Americans and 

as such are a reference point for the current research. The study provides possible insights into 

differences in Internet usage. However, the study, which focused mainly on e-mail usage, is 

limited in scope. 

Recent research has focused on the role of socio-economic status and “thin” access to 

explain racial differences in Internet usage. As previously noted, differences in socioeconomic 

status and “thin” access explain some but not all differences in usage. There are still differences 

in usage that cannot be accounted for by income and availability. So the question becomes: What 

are other possible factors that could account for these differences in usage? The purpose of the 

present study is to examine the role of cultural variables in Internet usage; which no previous 

research has examined. The study conducted by Jackson and colleagues (2001) did look at 
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differences in usage between African Americans and European Americans in terms of computer 

usage, but was cross-cultural in design. This limited within-culture comparisons and deeper 

examination of the cultural variables related to Internet usage. As a result, the study is a good 

beginning point, but has left several questions unanswered.  

Among these unanswered questions is the role of culture and racial identity in African 

Americans Internet usage. The current study attempts to determine the role of culture and racial 

identity in Internet usage among African Americans and thus samples African Americans 

exclusively.  For many researchers, the assumption is that because African Americans have 

demographic similarities, they also share similar attitudes and cultural affinities with other racial 

groups. This belief denies the complexity of the African American experience and presents it as 

monolithic (Triandis, 1994). To counter this, the present study uses an emic approach exploring 

Internet use from within African American culture. 

A second bias found in the literature is the belief that European Americans must be 

included in studies involving African American populations with European Americans often 

seen as the control group within the study. This bias implies that European American cultural 

practices, attitudes, and behaviors are the standard by which African Americans and other 

culturally diverse populations should be measured.  According to Phinney (1996), the way to 

control for ethnicity is to hold it constant, in other words, to study processes within groups, 

rather than make comparisons between or across groups. 

There is also often the desire to include as many different populations as possible in 

research in order to determine if a phenomenon is universal or particularistic. However, theories 

and principles should be viewed as particularistic until they are cross-validated, with the research 

built on limited populations (Sue, 1999).  
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White and Parham (1990) describe African Americans as reflecting a continuing African 

influence in contemporary Black lifestyles that can be characterized by such cultural variables as 

emotional vitality, collective survival, oral traditions, time perception, and interdependence, 

particularly within the extended family. Whether these cultural variables influence Internet use 

or lead to particularistic differences in Internet use by African Americans is the question to be 

answered by this study. For example, oral traditions emphasize the importance of knowledge 

passed by word of mouth, which implies a cultural sensitivity to aural modes of communication 

and the reliance on oral expression for meaning and feelings.  When one thinks of the Internet its 

use as a communication tool is easily one of the first things to come to mind, but as written, not 

oral, communication. How cultural variables such as oral expression, with its emphasis on the 

spoken word, influence African American Internet usage is just one cultural variable. 

A study by Weiser (2001) examined college students and various online computer users 

who visited a website established for the study. Weiser (2001) found two functions for Internet 

usage: Socio-Affective Regulation (SAR) or Goods and Information Acquisition (GIA). GIA 

was seen to reflect informational or delayed gratification usage of the Internet and SAR reflected 

a kind of immediate social gratification underlying Internet use. A second study testing a 

theoretical model of the relationship between hours of personal use, professional use, SAR, and 

GIA and its influence on social integration and psychological well-being, found that both 

personal and professional hours of Internet use had very weak direct relationships to 

psychological well-being. Both personal and professional use had indirect effects, with personal 

and professional use predicting whether Internet use was for SAR or GIA. Internet use for SAR 

was associated with decreased social integration and Internet use for GIA was associated with 

increased social integration.  
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Thus, social and affiliative use of the Internet may have a negative effect on 

psychological well being by reducing social connections, whereas practical use of the Internet 

may have beneficial effects on psychological well being by increasing social connections.  These 

results suggest that users who appreciate the practicality of the Internet as a way to acquire 

goods, services, and information also understand the importance of strong social involvement in 

their lives. Because they appreciate the importance of social involvement, they are less likely to 

tolerate anything that jeopardizes important ties with others. Therefore, Internet use patterns 

related to GIA may be less likely than those related to SAR to affect existing social and 

community ties. This study supports findings from focus groups that indicated that usage tended 

to be GIA in nature, with little interest in Internet usage for SAR purposes. This may be one of 

the reasons why African Americans use the Internet less frequently, since most usage may be 

GIA in nature (Weiser, 2001). Additionally, African American culture emphasizes 

interdependence and social interaction and African Americans may view the Internet as a 

hindrance to fulfilling this cultural need (White & Parham, 1990). 

Watzlawick, Beavin and Jackson (1967) see human communication as both digital 

(content messages) and analogic (relationship messages). It has been argued that print conveys 

digital information, whereas most electronic media is both digital and analogic. The Internet can 

be seen as a form of media that is mostly digital, with possible analogic components. It is the 

pervasiveness of its digital component that may make it less accessible to African Americans 

who prefer analogic communications as a result of the cultural tradition of interdependence.  The 

lack of relationships involved in communication within the Internet may add to its inaccessibility 

for many African Americans. 

 4
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 Meyrowitz (1986) argues that the electronic media, especially television, have had a 

tremendous impact on Americans’ sense of place. He believes that electronic media has lead to a 

shifting of the dividing line between private and public behavior toward the private, which has 

lead to a weakened relationship between social situations and physical places. He states that 

many Americans have lost a sense of place because they have been split apart by electronic 

media, with the greatest influence being on social groups that were once defined by places 

affecting one’s social role, e.g. kitchen, prisons, convents. As a result, the social world now 

seems senseless to many people because it is placeless. For many African Americans, this lack of 

place may be very disconcerting and may add to their reluctance to go online because they fear 

becoming more out of place in a society that already limits their place within society and works 

against their cultural emphasis on emotional vitality and time perception.  
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CHAPTER 2 

PURPOSE 

 The purpose of the present study is to examine psychological correlates that may be 

possible contributors to the digital divide in the African American community, as assessed by 

Internet usage in terms of thin access and thick access as measured by an Internet Connectedness 

Index (ICI). This study will examine African Americans using an emic approach to determine 

the generalizability of these correlates with this minority group. Through this study a greater 

understanding of the possible psychological correlates and mediating mechanisms of 

computer/Internet usage among African Americans may be found. By examining these 

correlates, a greater understanding of their impact of the digital divide may be determined. Once 

the issue of culture and racial identity has been examined, then cross-cultural comparisons can be 

done to determine whether there are variables that are not emic in nature that may be influencing 

Internet usage. 

 Examination of past research in the communication and journalism field illuminates ways 

in which the digital divide has been researched, as well as what remains to be explored with 

regard to minorities.  The addition of ethnic identity is important because it is a socialization 

influence that specifically affects minorities.  As a result, an examination of the digital divide 

among African Americans would be incomplete without the addition of the socialization 

influence of ethnic identity and its role in contributing to the digital divide. Using past research 

as a guideline, acculturation is hypothesized to have a positive correlation with Internet usage.  

To date these two constructs have not been linked in an empirical investigation. 

 There were three regression models run with the criterion variables being the three 

different measures of Internet usage, (1) thin access, (2) thick access and (3) the ICI.   
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Hypotheses 

1a. Gender will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access1, thick 

access2 and the ICI3, with males having higher scores in all three measures of Internet 

usage.  

1b. Gender should predict Internet usage with males having higher Internet usage than 

females. 

2a. Age will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick 

access and the ICI.  

2b. Age should predict Internet usage with a cohort effect being seen with younger users 

having higher Internet usage scores than older users. 

3a. Family income (composed of questions 7 and 8 of the demographic questionnaire) and 

personal income (composed of question 9 of the demographic questionnaire) will 

correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access and the 

ICI, with higher income leading to greater Internet usage.   

3b. Higher incomes should predict higher Internet usage scores. 

4a. Family members’ education (composed of questions 13, 15, 18 and 21 of the 

demographic questionnaire) will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by 

                                                 

1  Thin access is composed of questions 28, 30, 44-46 from the demographic questionnaire. 

2 Thick access is composed of questions 29, 31, 33-43, 47, 49 and 50  from the demographic questionnaire.  

3  The ICI is measured by the Internet Connectedness Index measure. 
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thin access, thick access and the ICI with more education correlated with greater 

Internet usage.  

4b. Higher educational levels should predict higher Internet usage scores. 

5a. Family computer usage (composed of questions 14, 16, 19 and 22 of the demographic 

questionnaire) will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, 

thick access and the ICI, with more family computer usage leading to greater Internet 

usage.  

5b. More family computer usage should predict higher Internet usage. 

6a. Present home conflict (composed of questions 25 and 26 of the demographic 

questionnaire) will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, 

thick access and the ICI, with greater conflict leading to more Internet usage.  

6b. Present home conflict should predict higher Internet usage. 

7a. Childhood home conflict (composed of question 27 of the demographic questionnaire) 

will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access 

and the ICI, with greater conflict leading to more Internet usage.  

7b. Childhood home conflict should predict higher Internet usage. 

8a. Other technology use (composed of questions 52-90 of the demographic questionnaire) 

will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access 

and the ICI, with more technology usage leading to greater Internet use.  

8b. Other technology use should predict greater Internet use.  

9a. Computer anxiety, as measured by the Computer Attitudes Scale (CAS), will correlate 

negatively with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access and the ICI, 

with higher scores of computer anxiety correlating with lower Internet usage scores. 
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9b Higher computer anxiety scores should predict lower Internet usage. 

10a. Web anxiety, as measured by the Web Attitudes Scale (WAS), will correlate negatively 

with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access and the ICI, with higher 

scores of web anxiety correlating with lower Internet usage scores. 

10b. Higher Web anxiety scores should predict lower Internet usage scores. 

11. The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI) scales and subscales will 

correlate with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access and the ICI. 

Specifically: 

a. The Public Regard subscale will correlate positively with Internet usage as 

measured by thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Public 

Regard subscale correlating with higher Internet usage scores. 

b. The Assimilation scale will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by 

thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Assimilation scale 

correlating with higher Internet usage scores. 

c. The Humanist scale will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin 

access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Humanist scale 

correlating with higher Internet usage scores. 

d. The Centrality scale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as measured by 

thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Centrality scale 

correlating with lower Internet usage scores. 

e. The Private Regard subscale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as 

measured by thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Private 

Regard scale correlating with lower Internet usage scores. 
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f. The Oppressed Minority scale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as 

measured by thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the 

Oppressed Minority scale correlating with lower Internet usage scores. 

g. The Nationalist scale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as measured by 

thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Nationalist scale 

correlating with lower Internet usage scores. 

12. The Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI) scales and subscales will 

correlate with Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick access and the ICI. 

Specifically: 

a. The Public Regard subscale will correlate positively with Internet usage as 

measured by thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Public 

Regard subscale predicting higher Internet usage scores. 

b. The Assimilation scale will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by 

thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Assimilation scale 

predicting higher Internet usage scores. 

c. The Humanist scale will correlate positively with Internet usage as measured by thin 

access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Humanist scale 

predicting higher Internet usage scores. 

d. The Centrality scale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as measured by 

thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Centrality scale 

predicting lower Internet usage scores. 
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e. The Private Regard subscale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as 

measured by thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Private 

Regard scale predicting lower Internet usage scores. 

f. The Oppressed Minority scale will correlate negatively with Internet usage as 

measured by thin access, thick access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the 

Oppressed Minority scale predicting lower Internet usage scores. 

g. The Nationalist scale will predict Internet usage as measured by thin access, thick 

access, and the ICI, with higher scores on the Nationalist scale predicting lower 

Internet usage scores. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHOD 

Participants 

 The study consisted of 122 African Americans sampled primarily from a large university 

in a southwestern state.  Participants ranged in age from 18-32.  

Every attempt was made to have equal participation by both male and female participants. 

Phase I. The first phase of the study involved running focus groups. After obtaining 

approval from the  Institutional Review Board (IRB), two focus groups consisting of African 

American college students were conducted to obtain additional information to help refine 

questions asked in the demographic questionnaire concerning information technology usage. The 

participants in the focus groups were asked a series of questions based upon the literature review. 

Informed consent describing the nature of the focus group, including the usage of both video and 

audio recording, was obtained and the focus groups each lasted approximately two hours. At the 

end of the groups, participants were compensated with $10.00 for their participation. Focus 

groups were transcribed and changes were made to the demographic questionnaire based on the 

information obtained. 

Phase II. The second phase of the study consisted of survey of college students using the 

following measures: 

Measures 

 General Information. Demographic information (e.g., gender, family socioeconomic 

status) and information about motivational and cognitive correlates of computer/Internet use 

were obtained. Among the questions asked were how often each of their parents used a computer 

(1 = never, 5 = very often), whether they had a computer at home prior to coming to college (yes 
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or no), and whether they currently owned a computer (yes or no). The demographic 

questionnaire was composed of several different sections to help provide for qualitative data for 

the study concerning Internet usage. 

The first section was composed of demographic information related to education, income, 

and home conflict.  This section asked questions to obtain a composite of the participant in terms 

income, education of self and family members as well as family and present home relationship. 

Education and income has been correlated with computer usage and Internet usage. The present 

study examined whether a correlation will occur within this sample. 

The second section was composed of questions related to computer usage. Family home 

computer usage and ownership were asked.  Additionally, personal computer usage and 

ownership was asked. Among the questions that were asked are what type of computer is owned 

including software and hardware upgrade, time period of computer ownership, type of Internet 

connection (both at home and at work), on-line activities and on-line time divided into work, 

school and personal use. Issues related to thick and thin access were examined through these 

questions. 

The third section was composed of questions related to other technology usage. 

Ownership and usage of other technological devices, such as pagers, cellular phones, video game 

players, cable and television usage, TIVO/Ultimate TV, palm pilot and VCR’s were explored. 

By examining other technology use we were able to determine how ownership and usage of 

other technologies may influence computer and Internet usage. 

Racial Identity.  The 51-item Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI; 

Seller, Rowley, Chavous, Shelton & Smith, 1997) measures the degree to which individuals 

endorse 3 dimensions (Centrality, Ideology and Regard) related to African American racial 
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identity.  For each item, individuals indicate their level of agreement on a 7-point Likert scale, 

ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 7, strongly agree. 

 Using a sample of 474 African American college students, Sellers et. al. (1997) 

conducted exploratory and confirmatory factor analyses that supported the presence of three 

interrelated constructs:  Construct 1-Ideology Scale which is composed of four 9-item subscales 

(Nationalist e.g. “White people can never be trusted where Blacks are concerned”; Humanist 

e.g., “Blacks should have the choice to marry interracially”; Assimilationist e.g., “Blacks should 

feel free to interact socially with White people”; and Oppressed Minority e.g., “Blacks should 

learn about the oppression of other groups”); Construct 2-Centrality Scale (8 items, e.g., “I have 

a strong sense of belonging to Black people”); and Construct 3-Regard Scale (7 items, e.g., “I 

feel good about Black people” Cronbach’s alphas for the Centrality and Regard (private and 

public) scales were .59, .60, .65 respectively.  The four Ideology Subscales of Assimilation, 

Humanist, Minority and Nationalist were .78, .75, .68, and .68 respectively. Concerning the 

scale’s construct validity, individuals for whom race was central were also likely to have positive 

private regard for African Americans (r = .37) and endorse Nationalist attitudes (r = .57). High 

central individuals were also less likely to endorse assimilationist (r = -.19) or humanistic 

attitudes (r = -.29). Expected patterns of association were seen among the other ideology 

subscales. Humanist and assimilationist attitudes were positively correlated (r = .55). The 

oppressed minority ideology was positively correlated with endorsement of assimilationist (r = 

.28) and humanist (r = .27) ideologies. 

 Computer Anxiety and Knowledge.  The 32-item Computer and Web Attitudes Survey 

(CWAS) which is comprised of the Computer Attitudes Survey (CAS) and the Web Attitudes 

Survey (WAS) (Liaw, Shu-Sheng, 2002) measures attitudes towards computers and web 
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technologies, the relationship between students’ perceptions of computers and the Web as well as 

predictor variables on computer and web attitudes. For each item, individuals indicate their level 

of agreement on a 7-point Likert scale, ranging from 1, strongly disagree, to 7, strongly agree. 

 Using a sample of 260 college students, Liaw (2002) conducted path analysis as well as 

multiple regression analysis to examine the relationships between the variables. 

The 16-item WAS which measures perceptions of computer self-efficacy, liking, usefulness and 

intention to use and learn computers had a Cronbach’s alpha of .95. The 16-item WAS which 

measures perceptions of Web self-efficacy, liking, usefulness and intention to use and learn the 

Web had a Cronbach’s alpha of .95. Concerning the scale’s construct validity, the CAS and the 

WAS have a significant positive correlation (r  = .87).  

Internet Connectedness Index. The 9-item Internet Connectedness Index (ICI) measures 

Internet usage in terms of computer ownership, computer usage, time spent online and activities 

engaged in online as well as computer and internet dependency. Items were composed of both 

yes and no as well as scaled items. In order to produce compatible scale items, each variable was 

multiplied by a value to create a common factor of 12. For example, home computer history; a 4-

point scale, was multiplied 3; goal scope, a binary scale, was multiplied by 6. ICI scores were 

then calculated by taking an overall average, with scores ranging from 1 to 12. The reliability 

alpha was .79 for this nine-item scale. 

 35



 

 36

Table 1. 
Number of items, and Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for all variables 
Variable Number of items α 

Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI)   

Assimilation 9 .78 

Centrality 8 .59 

Humanist 9 .75 

Minority 9 .68 

Nationalist 9 .68 

Private Regard 6 .60 

Public Regard 6 .65 

Computer Attitudes Scale (CAS) 16 .95 

Computer Experience 5 .84 

Web Attitude Scale (WAS) 16 .95 

Internet Connectedness Index (ICI) 36 .79 
 

Procedure 

 Initial IRB approval allowed for preliminary research to be conducted with two focus 

groups of five African American college students. Focus group questions were based on 

information obtained during the literature review for this study.  Focus groups were run to 

determine what questions to include in the demographic questionnaire.  Participants completed 

the questionnaire individually.  To begin participants read instructions informing them of the 

purpose of the study, which was to examine attitudes and beliefs regarding computer and the 

Internet among African Americans. Informed consents were obtained.  Questionnaires were 

administered with the order of questionnaires counterbalanced to control for ordering effects, 

though in all cases the demographic questionnaire was presented first. Following completion of 

the questionnaire packet, participants received an extra-credit voucher for their psychology class. 



 

Design and Statistical Analysis

Due to the exploratory nature of this research, initial data analysis involved descriptive 

statistics, as well as three separate hierarchical regression models, one for each access measure.  

Characteristics of the participant sample were computed based on data collected from the 

demographic survey, including means and standard deviations, and ranges of appropriate 

variables.  This data is presented in table form (see Table 3). Composite variables were 

calculated thin access (composed of questions related to computer of ownership and Internet 

access), thick access (composed of questions related to home computer history, computer usage, 

time spent online, activities engaged online, computer ownership including questions related to 

hardware and software, and type of Internet connection), Internet Connectedness Index (ICI) 

(composed of task scope: activities engaged in online, site scope: number of places they access 

the Internet, goal scope: goals for going online, activity scope: type of Internet activities engaged 

in online, and questions related to the Internet effect on personal life, computer dependency, and 

Internet dependency), ethnic identity as measured by the Multidimensional Inventory of Black 

Identity (MIBI) along with its scales and subscales, and other technology use (composed of 

questions related to usage of technological devices other than computers and the Internet, i.e., 

pagers). 

As suggested by Ponterotto et al. (2000), exploratory factor analysis (EFA) as well as 

confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) was calculated on the scales in order to determine the factor 

structure of the scales within the current sample to determine if changes in item placement of 

scales in the MIBI were needed as a result of theoretical as opposed to statistical validity. 

Changes were not made to item placement as the factor structure of the current sample as it was 

similar to Seller’s in factor structure. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS

Data Inspection and Preliminary Analysis 

Phase I. Transcriptions were made for both focus groups run. Each transcription was 

examined for information to help corroborate and formulate specific hypotheses for Internet 

usage. Among the findings was that most respondents preferred a Goods and Information 

Acquisition (GIA) approach to the Internet, specifically, they preferred to be more purposeful in 

their usage, with few reporting spending time online for social reasons. Most members indicated 

positive attitudes towards computers and technology in general. Although almost all focus group 

members reported they would like to increase their computer knowledge, none reported making 

any purposeful efforts towards this goal.  

Phase II. Descriptive statistics for all data are given in Table 1. Data were examined both 

a priori and post hoc to determine their suitability for multiple regression modeling (Cohen & 

Cohen, 1983). Multicollinearity is likely a problem if predictors are correlated at the .80 level or 

greater (Whitey, 1996), but examination of the correlation matrix revealed that none of the 

predictors were more than moderately correlated with each other (see Table 5). Post hoc 

examination of the distribution of residuals revealed that heteroscedasticity, curvilinearity, and 

extreme outliers presented no significant problems. Post hoc examination of the distribution of 

residuals revealed that heteroscedasticity, curvilinearity and extreme outliers presented no 

significant problems. 

As suggested by Ponterotto et al. (2000) Exploratory Factor Analysis (EFA) as well as 

Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) was calculated on the Multidimensional Inventory of Black 

Identity (MIBI) scales in order to determine the factor structure of the scales within the current 
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sample.  Factor analysis was performed to provide support for the factor structure of the MIBI 

scales. A promax rotation was used for each scale, as was previously used by Sellers (1997) in 

his initial study of the scale. Approximately 42% of the variance was accounted for by the four 

factors. Table 2 presents the four-factor solution for the ideology subscales. As expected, the 

four Ideology subscales constituted four distinct but related factors. All loadings were above .30, 

with most loadings falling in a moderate range (from .40-.65). In some cases, items loaded on 

two factors, but the set of factors had adequate loadings for each of the items in the subscale. For 

the analysis of the one-factor structure of the Centrality subscale, a one-factor target matrix was 

created, and the one-factor solution was supported, explaining approximately 33% of the 

variance. The same method was also used to investigate the two-factor structure of the Regard 

subscales, using a two-factor target matrix to maximize differences between Public and Private 

Regard subscales. The solution supported the distinctness of the subscales, explaining 

approximately 48% of the variance.  

Table 5 presents the interscale correlations. The correlation matrix provided support for 

the expected pattern of relationship. As hypothesized, individuals for whom race was central also 

had positive private regard for African Americans (r = .324, p < .000) and endorsed nationalist 

attitudes (r = .261, p = .004). Expected patterns of association were also seen among the other 

ideology subscales. Humanist and assimilationist attitudes were positively correlated (r = .607, 

p< .000), and oppressed minority ideology scores were positively correlated with endorsement of 

assimilationist (r = .607, p < .000) and humanist (r = .466, p < .000) views. As a consequence of 

the factor analysis, no changes were made to item placement. 

Correlational analyses were conducted among all predictor variables to investigate 

relationships among the variables and determine the strength and direction of the relationships.  
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Specific relationships to be investigated included gender, age, income, education, racial identity, 

family computer use, home conflict, other technology use, computer and web anxiety, as well as 

thin access, thick access, and the Internet Connectedness Index (ICI). Table 5 presents 

correlations for all variables.  

Gender was expected to correlate positively with Internet usage as measured, by thin 

access, thick access, and the ICI. Correlational analysis found that there was significant negative 

correlation between gender and thick access (r = -.231, p = .010), with men having a higher 

correlation with thick access than women. Age was found to be positively correlated with ICI (r 

= .217, p = .017), with greater age associated with higher ICI scores. Educational level was 

positively correlated with ICI (r = .257,  p =.004) and thin access (r = .204, p = .024), with 

higher educational levels associated with higher ICI and thin access scores. Family income was 

positively correlated with ICI (r = .365, p <.000) and thick access scores (r = .179, p = .049). 

Father’s educational level was positively correlated with ICI scores (r = .304, p = .001). 

Childhood home conflict was negatively correlated with ICI scores (r = -.195, p = .033), with 

greater conflict associated with lower ICI scores.   

Having a computer in the home was positively correlated with all three dependent 

variables of thin access (r = .197, p = .029), thick access (r = .496, p <.000) and ICI (r = .454, p 

<000). For the MIBI scales, correlational analyses found a negative correlation between 

Centrality and thick access (r = -.182, p = .044). This correlation supported the hypothesis that 

college students whose racial identity was central to their self-definition would use the Internet 

less frequently than those who did not.  Private regard correlated positively with ICI (r =.286, p 

= .001).  Public Regard, Assimilation, Oppressed Minority and Nationalist subscales did not 

correlate with any of the dependent variables, failing to confirm the hypotheses that higher 
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scores on Public Regard and Assimilation would be associated with more Internet usage and that 

lower Oppressed Minority and Nationalist scores would be associated with less Internet usage.  

Decreased computer anxiety correlated with increased Internet usage as measured by ICI 

(r = .304, p = .001) and thick access (r =.315, p < .001). Decreased web anxiety correlated with 

increased Internet usage as measured by ICI (r = .316, p <.000), thick access (r = .315, p < .000) 

and thin access (r = .220, p = .015). Other technology use correlated positively within thin access 

(r = .284, p = .001). 
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Table 2. 
Factor Loadings of Items from the Four Factor Ideology Subscales 
Item Factor 1 Factor 2 Factor 3 Factor 4 
Assimilation .60    
Assimilation .61    
Assimilation   .44  
Assimilation .64    
Assimilation .66    
Assimilation .63    
Assimilation .66    
Assimilation .38    
Assimilation .50    
Humanist    .38 
Humanist    .62 
Humanist    .42 
Humanist    .35 
Humanist  .52   
Humanist    .39 
Humanist    .71 
Humanist    .57 
Humanist    .59 
Minority  .40   
Minority  .52   
Minority  .67   
Minority  .51   
Minority  .37   
Minority  .53   
Minority  .40   
Minority  .56   
Minority  .51   
Nationalist     
Nationalist    .49 
Nationalist   .49  
Nationalist   .62  
Nationalist   .61  
Nationalist   .68  
Nationalist   .44  
Nationalist .57  .  
Nationalist   .39  
Nationalist   .51  
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Table 3. 
Sample size, mean, and standard deviation for all variables 
Variable N Range Min Max Mean Standard Deviation Variance

Gender 122 1 1 2 1.70 .46 .210 

Age 122 15 17 32 20.40 2.67 7.12 

Education level 122 6 3 9 4.85 1.16 1.35 

Current income 122 6 1 7 1.24 .79 .629 

Family income 122 8 1 9 4.52 2.10 4.42 

Descriptive family income 122 7 2 9 3.08 1.01 1.02 

Father’s computer usage 122 6 0 6 3.11 1.92 3.68 

Father’s education 122 11 0 11 4.56 2.61 6.80 

Mother’s computer usage 122 6 0 6 3.68 1.43 2.05 

Mother’s education 122 10 0 10 5.39 2.20 4.39 

Current home conflict 122 10 0 10 1.88 2.29 5.27 

Childhood home conflict 122 10 0 10 3.91 2.65 7.01 

Computer at home 122 1 1 2 1.87 .34 .115 

MIBI*  Assimilation 122 4.89 2 6.88 5.19 .916 .838 

  Centrality 122 4.37 2.63 7 4.80 .883 .780 

  Humanist 122 5.22 1.78 7 5.27 .830 .689 

  Minority 122 4.56 2.22 6.78 4.67 .813 .661 

  Nationalist 122 4.56 1.78 6.33 3.88 .812 .660 

  Private Regard 122 5.17 1.83 7 5.56 .752 .565 

  Public Regard 122 5 1 6 3.72 .918 .843 

Computer experience 122 23 12 35 25.60 5.86 34.36 

CAS* 122 73 39 112 97.95 14.479 209.63 

WAS** 122 82 30 112 96.98 15.137 229.12 

ICI*** 122 4.89 6.78 11.7 9.69 .869 .755 

Thin access 122 25 3 28 35.24 9.476 25.60 

Thick access 122 51 9 60 9.69 .869 9.476 

Other technology use 122 122 23 145 72.87 18.88 356.3 

E-mail use 122 22 0 22 5.42 2.000 20 
*MIBI-Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity **CAS-Computer Attitudes Scale ***WAS-
Web Attitudes Scale  
****Internet Connectedness Index 
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Table 4. 
Internet Usage Reported 
Variable N Range Standard 

Deviation 
Variance Frequency Percent 

       

Audio 122 1 .04 .24 48 39.3 

Build web pages 122 1 .02 .07 9 7.4 

Course info 122 1 .05 .25 57 46.7 

Education 122 1 .05 .25 57 46.7 

e-mail 122 1 .03 .13 103 84.4 

Events and places 122 1 .04 .19 30 24.6 

Find similar others 122 1 .01 .02 2 1.6 

For romance 122 1 .00 .00 0 0 

For sex 122 1 .01 .02 2 1.6 

Helps me keep up 122 1 .03 .10 14 11.5 

I don’t surf the web 122 1 .01 .02 3 2.5 

Look around 122 1 .05 .25 55 45.1 

Meet new people 122 1 .03 .11 16 13.1 

Online chat 122 1 .04 .18 29 23.8 

Online gaming 122 1 .04 .24 47 38.5 

Research 122 1 .04 .23 77 63.1 

Search for hard to find items 122 1 .04 .16 24 19.7 

Shopping 122 1 .04 .25 51 41.8 

Stay informed 122 1 .04 .24 46 37.7 

View what some may 
consider porn 

122 1 .02 .04 5 4.1 
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Table 5. 
Correlation matrix for criterion and predictor variables 

     Variable 1 2 3 4         5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

1 Gender             

2 Age             .050

3 Education level .104 .526**           

4 Current Income .013 .501** .182*          

5 Family income .093 .036* .137 .068         

6 Descriptive income -.198 .181* .095 .172 .050        

7 Father’s education .035 .096 .022 -.111 .346** .108       

8 Father’s PC usage .027 .043 .092 .015 .304** .106 .525**      

9 Mother’s Education -.097 .025 -.094 .000 .314** .108 .413** .280**     

10 Mother’s PC usage -.019 -.200* -.133 .012 .097 -.005 .103 .130 .334**    

11 Current Home 
Conflict 

.130            -.093 -.187* -.231* -.052 -.078 -.064 -.081 -.008 .021

12 Childhood Home 
Conflict 

-.029            .172 .084 .143 -.241** .114 -.159 -.122 -.116 -.040 .137

13 PC ownership .068 -.060 .034 .109 .248** -.162 .214* .085 .092 -.019 .011 -.133 

14 Centrality             .029 .130 .130 .025 -.077 -.025 -.030 -.053 -.049 -.041 .004 -.020
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Table 5. 
Correlation matrix for criterion and predictor variables 

    Variable 1 2 3 4         5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

15 Private Regard .121 .221* .200* .119 .015 -.076 -.069 -.246** -.132 -.130 -.048 -.008 

16 Public Regard -.133 -.165 -.164 -.091 .046 .048 .041 -.077 .066 .085 -.075 -.176 

17 Assimilation .118 .069 -.029 .183* .010 -.290** .073 -.050 -.029 -.072 .010 -.124 

18 Humanist .154 .077 .030 .125 -.100 -.222** .034 -.032 -.151 -.136 .007 -.020 

19 Oppressed Minority .055 .189* .209* .290**         .033 -.211* -.034 -.060 -.126 -.145 .092 .000

20 Nationalist -.059 .099 -.047 -.003 .081 -.069 -.055 -.005 .142 .000 .006 .028 

21 PC Experience -.060 .001 .077 .104 .267** .045 -.084 -.023 .087 .119 -.167 .026 

22 CAS† .120 .059 .200* .023 .181* -.089 -.049 .011 -.049 .073 -.058 -.003 

23 WAS‡             .048 .107 .221* .081 .130 -.091 -.121 -.060 -.121 -.011 -.051 .004

24 ICI††            .099 .217* .257** .159 365** .030 .304** .133 .304** -.031 -.103 -.195*

25 Thin access -.092 .022 .204* .142 .108 .069 .091 .174 .091 -.014 -.052 .043 

26 Thick access -.231* .016 .068          .113 .179* .033 .168 .121 .168 -.023 -.071 -.027

27 Other technology use -.173 -.073 .051 .156 .186* .190 .095 .073 .095 -.024 .147 .066 

†CAS = Computer Attitude Scale 
‡ WAS = Web Attitude Scale 
†† ICI = Internet Connectedness Scale
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Table 5. 
Correlation matrix for criterion and pre

    Variable 13 14

1 Gender   .068 .029

2 Age   -.060 .130

3 Education level   .034 .130

4 Current Income .025 .048 

5 Family Income .248** -.077 

6 Descriptive Income -.162 -.025 

7 Father’s Education .214* -.030 

8 Father’s PC Usage .085 -.053 

9 Mother’s Education .092 -.049 

10 Mother’s PC Usage -.019 -.041 

11 Current home 
conflict 

.011  .004

12 Childhood home 
conflict 

-.133  -.020

13 PC ownership X -.158 

14 Centrality   -.158 X

 

 

dictor variables  
 15 16         17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

          .121 -.133 .118 .154 .055 -.059 -.060 .120 .048 .099

          .221* -.165 .069 .077 .189* .099 .001 .059 .107 .217*

          .200* -.164 -.029 .030 .209* -.047 .077 .200* .221* .257**

.119 -.091 .183* .125 .290** -.003 .104 .023 .081 .159 

.015 .046 .010 -.100 .033 .081 .267** .181*- .130 .365** 

-.076 .048 -.290** -.222* -.211* -.069 .045 -.089 -.091 .030 

-.069 .041 .073 .034 -.034 -.055 -.084 -.049 -.049 .304** 

-.246** -.077 -.050 -.032 -.060 -.005 -.023 .011 .011 .133 

-.132 .066 -.029 -.151 -.126 .142 .087 .026 .026 .175 

-.130 .085 -.072 -.136 -.145 .000 .119 .073 .073 -.031 

          -.048 -.075 .010 .007 .092 .006 -.167 -.058 -.058 -.103

          -.008 -.176 -.124 -.020 .000 .028 .026 -.003 -.003 -.195*

-.069 .029 -.022 -.021 -.224* -.246** .015 .041 .041 .454** 

          .324 -.036 .113 -.055 .049 -.261** -.055 .141 .141 .109
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Table 5. 
Correlation matrix for criterion and predictor variables  
Variable  25 26 

1 Gender -.092 -.231* 

2 Age .022 -.016 

3 Education level .204* .068 

4 Current income .142 .113 

5 Family income .108 .179* 

6 Descriptive family income .069 .033 

7 Father’s education .091 .168 

8 Father’s PC usage .174 .121 

9 Mother’s education .061 .024 

10 Mother’s PC usage -.014 -.023 

11 Current home conflict -.052 -.071 

12 Childhood home conflict .043 -.027 

13 PC ownership .197* .496** 

14 Centrality -.144 -.182* 
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Table 5. 
Correlation matrix for criterion and predictor variables 

   Variable 13 14 15          16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24

15 Private Regard -.069 .324** X .010 .382** .402** .359** .288** .221* .395** .379** .286**

16 Public Regard             .029 -.036 .010 X -.004 -.066 -.026 .013 .070 .005 .004 .021

17 Assimilation -.022 .113 .382** -.004 X .607** .607** .072 .226* .432** .379** .033 

18 Humanist -.021 -.055 .402** -.066 .607** X .466** -.127 .122 .395** .398** .033 

19 Oppressed Minority -.224 .049 .359** -.026 .607** .466** X .198* .139 .315** .351** .077 

20 Nationalist            -.246** .261** .288** .013 .072 -.127 .198* X .177 .075 .046 -.060

21 PC experience .015 -.055 .221* .070 .226* .122 .139 .177 X .527** .508** .151 

22 CAS† -.049   .141 .395** .005 .432** .395** .315** .075 .527** X .887** .304**

23 WAS‡ -.121 .098 .379** .004 .379** .398** .351** .046 .508** .887** X .316**

24 ICI†† .304** .109 .286** .021 .033 .033 .077 -.060 .151 .304** .316** X 

25 Thin Access .091 -.144 .117 .031 .040 .078 .157 .070 .322** .161  .220* .277**

26 Thick Access .168 -.182** .050 .053 .115 .093 .122 -.122 .227* .315** .315** .443**

27 Other technology use .095 -.078 -.133 .064         -.047 -.185 .010 .063 .178* -.094 -.075 -.010

†CAS = Computer Attitude Scale 
‡ WAS = Web Attitude Scale 
†† ICI = Internet Connectedness Scale 
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Tests of Research Questions 

In order to examine the relationship between socioeconomic status, education, racial 

identity, home conflict, technological anxiety and internet usage, three hierarchical multiple 

regression analyses (MRA) were performed, one for each criterion variable (Model 1: Internet 

usage, thin access; Model 2: Internet usage, thick access; Model 3: Internet usage, Internet 

Connectedness Index (ICI)). Each predictor was entered into the overall model in the following 

hierarchy: (a) personal demographic influences (age, gender), (b) socioeconomic status (family 

income, mother’s education, father’s education, current income, descriptive family income and 

education level), (c) MIBI racial identity scales (Centrality, Private Regard, Public Regard, 

Assimilation, Humanist, Oppressed Minority and Nationalist), (d) conflict (childhood home 

conflict and current home conflict), (e) parental computer usage (father’s computer usage and 

mother’s computer usage), (f) technology anxiety (computer attitudes, web attitudes, computer 

experience) and (g) technology usage (other technology use and computer ownership). By 

partialing out the variance contributed by each predictor at each step, an estimate of each 

predictor’s contribution to the overall model was obtained. Results are presented in Table 6, 

Table 7, and Table 8.  
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Table 6. 
Hierarchical regression analysis testing the relationship between predictor variables and 
Internet usage, thin access. 
Predictors B SE B β ∆RP

2
P
 

     
Step 1    .009 
 Gender -1.037 1.009 -.094  
 Age .052 .173 .027  
Step 2    .103* 
 Family Income -.032 .251 .013  
 Mother’s Education .061 .239 .027  
 Father’s Education .147 .196 .076  
 Current Income 1.267 .669 .199  
 Descriptive Family Income -.302 .548 -.059  
 Education Level 1.311** .472 .301**  
Step 3    .073 
 Centrality -1.258* .566 -.220*  
 Private Regard .893 .769 .133  
 Public Regard .156 .501 .078  
 Assimilation -.537 .766 -.097  
 Humanist .276 .768 .045  
 Minority .475 .808 .076  
 Nationalist .923 .670 .148  
Step 4    .005 
 Childhood Home Conflict .142 .185 .074  
 Current Home Conflict -.076 .211 -.035  
Step 5    .025 
 Mother’s Computer Usage -.036 .295 .203  
 Father’s Computer Usage .534 .295 -.010  
Step 6    .028* 
 Computer Experience .231* .099 .268*  
 CAS -.094 .073 -.269  
 WAS .095 .067 .285  
Step 7    .014** 
 Other technology use .053* .026 .196*  
 Computer at home 3.261* 1.456 .243*  

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p <. 001 
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Table 7. 
Hierarchical regression analysis testing the relationship between predictor variables and 
Internet usage, thick access. 
Predictors B SE B β ∆R P

2
P
 

     
Step 1    .054* 
 Gender -4.781* 1.848 -.231*  
 Age -.015 .317 -.004  
Step 2    .110* 
 Family Income .494 .456 .110  
 Mother’s Education -.616 .434 -.143  
 Father’s Education .599 .360 .165  
 Current Income 1.743 1.216 .146  
 Descriptive Family Income -1.461 .996 -.151  
 Education Level .877 .858 .108  
Step 3    .053 
 Centrality -2.018 1.039 -.188   
 Private Regard 1.652 1.411 .131  
 Public Regard .043 .920 .004  
 Assimilation .610 1.407 .059  
 Humanist -.300 1.410 -.026  
 Minority .713 1.483 .061  
 Nationalist -1.122 1.231 -.096  
Step 4    .003 
 Childhood Home Conflict .184 .341 .051  
 Current Home Conflict -.144 .389 -.035  
Step 5    .004 
 Mother’s Computer Usage -.101 .644 -.015  
 Father’s Computer Usage .415 .550 .084  
Step 6    .103** 
 Computer Experience -.021 .180 -.013  
 CAS .228 .133 .348   
 WAS .047 .121 .076  
Step 7    .187*** 
 Other technology use .024 .042 .047  
 Computer at home 14.310*** 2.348 .512***  

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 



 

 53

Table 8. 
Hierarchical regression analysis testing the relationship between predictor variables and 
Internet usage, ICI. 
Predictors B SE B β ∆RP

2
P
 

     
Step 1    .055* 
 Gender .167 .170 .088  
 Age .069* .029 .212*  
Step 2    .180*** 
 Family Income .094** .040 .228**  
 Mother’s Education .008* .038 .021*  
 Father’s Education .060 .032 .179  
 Current Income .073 .107 .067  
 Descriptive Family Income -.071 .068 -.080  
 Education Level .126 .076 .168  
Step 3    .107* 
 Centrality .064 .088 .065  
 Private Regard .422*** .119 .366***  
 Public Regard .021 .078 .022  
 Assimilation -.133 .119 -.140  
 Humanist -.085 .119 -.081  
 Minority .076 .125 .071  
 Nationalist -.215* .104 -.201*  
Step 4    .311 
 Childhood Home Conflict -.040 .028 -.121  
 Current Home Conflict -.015 .033 -.040  
Step 5    .001 
 Mother’s Computer Usage -.022 .054 -.037  
 Father’s Computer Usage .000 .046 .000  
Step 6    .068** 
 Computer Experience -.006 .015 -.038  
 CAS .004 .011 .060  
 WAS .016 .010 .285  
Step 7    .117** 
 Other technology use -.001 .004 -.014  
 Computer at home 1.033*** .209 .405***  

*p < .05, ** p < .01, ***p < .001 
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Model 1: Internet usage, thin access 

To test the relationship between the predictor variables and thin access, a 7-step MRA 

model described above was used. As indicated by tolerance statistics ranging from 1.010 to 

1.625, multicollinearity posed no serious problems. At the final step, based on the uncorrected 

RP

2
P, power for the overall model was excellent, 1 - β = .99, F(23, 98) = 2.4947, p < .001, 

accounting for 34% of the variance in thin access, RP

2 
P= .344, F(2,97) = 5.019, p = .008. Only the 

change in RP

2 
Pat steps two, six and seven, however, were significant.  

At step two, RP

2 
P= .110, F(6, 113) = 2.133, p = .049, socioeconomic status predicted thin 

access with increased education associated with increased thin access (β = .301,  t(122), p = 

.006). At step six, RP

2 
P= .277, F(3, 99) = 3.225, p =.026, technological anxiety predicted thin 

access, with increased computer experience associated with increased thin access (β = .273,  

t(122), p = .020). At step 7, increased other technology use predicted increased thin access (β = 

.194, t(122), p = .049), and computer ownership predicted increased thin access (β = .243, t(122), 

p = .016).   

Centrality also predicted thin access, but this beta cannot be interpreted confidently 

because the increment in RP

2
P for its respective step is not significant, increasing the chance of a 

setwise Type 1 error (Cohen & Cohen, 1983). The final model revealed that higher education 

level, increased computer experience and other technology use as well as computer ownership 

were all associated with higher Internet usage, as measured by thin access.  

Model 2: Internet usage, thick access 

A test of the same model, with thick access as the criterion variable was also performed. 

Tolerance statistics ranged from .434-.997, indicating multicollinearity was not a problem.  At 

the final step, based on the uncorrected RP

2
P, power for the overall model was excellent, 1 - β = 
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.99, F(23, 98) = 2.4947, p < .001, accounting for 52% of the variance, RP

2 
P= .519, F(2, 97) = 

19.758, p < .000.  

The change in RP

2 
Pat steps 1, 6, and 7 were significant. At step 1, RP

2 
P= .054, F(2, 119) = 

3.364, p =.038, as measured by thick access men were found to use the Internet more frequently 

than women (β = -.231,  t(120), p = .011). At step 6, RP

2 
P= .323, F(3, 99) = 5.114, p = .002, 

increased positive attitudes towards technology were associated with increased thick access 

usage. And at step seven, computer ownership was associated with increased thick access usage, 

(β = .531, t(120), p < .001). The final model revealed that being male; having increased positive 

attitude towards computers, and having a computer at home were associated with increased 

Internet usage, thick access.  

Model 3: Internet usage, Internet Connectedness Index (ICI) 

To complete the analysis, a test of the same model using the ICI as the criterion was 

performed. Tolerance statistics ranged from .385-.997, indicating acceptable multicollinearity. At 

the final step, based on the uncorrected RP

2
P, power for the overall model was excellent, 1 – β = 

.99, F(23, 98) = 2.4947, p <.001, accounting for 54% of the variance in RP

2 
P= .541, F(2, 96) = 

11.874, p < .000.  

The change in RP

2 
Pat steps 1, 2, 3, 6 and 7 were significant. At step 1, RP

2
P= .055, F(2, 118) 

= 3.409, p = .038, increased age was associated with higher ICI scores (β = .212,  t(120), p = 

.020). At step 2, RP

2 
P= .231, F(6, 112) = 4.286, p = .001, increased family income was associated 

with higher ICI scores (β = .228, t(120), p = .020) and increased maternal education was 

associated with higher ICI scores (β = .021,  t(120), p =.046). At step 3, RP

2 
P= .337, F(7, 105) = 

2.546, p = .018, higher Private Regard scores were associated with higher ICI scores (β = .366,  

t(120), p < .000) and decreased Nationalist scores were associated with higher ICI scores (β = -
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.201, t(120), p < .021). At step 6, RP

2 
P= .428, F(3, 98) = 3.926, p = .011, positive attitudes towards 

technology appear to be associated with higher ICI scores, but none of the individual betas are 

significant. In the final step, computer ownership was associated with higher ICI scores, (β = 

.405, t(120), p < .001).  

The final model revealed that higher ICI scores were associated with increased age, 

increased family income, maternal education, increased private regard scores, decreased 

nationalist scores, increased positive attitude towards the Internet, and computer ownership. 



 

CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION 

Support for Hypotheses 

 The present study was exploratory in nature. Although several hypotheses were 

examined, they were based mainly upon previous research of a largely European American 

population. This is the first study to examine Internet usage among African American college 

students from a psychological perspective. As a result the study was exploratory in nature due to  

measures utilized and variables studied. The selected hypotheses were based upon previous 

research and the focus groups in Phase I of this study. The main goal was to move beyond 

information from the focus on income and education found in past research and to examine 

psychological correlates as they influenced within the African American community. As has 

been previously noted, even when differences in income and education are accounted for, a 

digital divide exists between African Americans and European Americans.  

The purpose of this study was to examine how socioeconomic status, racial identity, and 

technological concerns (i.e. computer experience and attitudes towards computers and the web) 

impact both thick and thin access of Internet usage among African American college students. 

Previous research (Benton Foundation, 1998; Bolt & Crawford, 2000; Coley, Cradler & Engle, 

1997; Hoffman & Novak, 1998; Katz & Aspden, 1997; Mack, 2001; NTIA, 1995, 1998, 1999, 

2000, 2001; U.S. Census Bureau, 2001 has shown the presence of a digital divide in terms of 

income, education and race/ethnicity, but none of this research has explored how race/ethnicity 

may play a role in creating this digital divide. Ethnicity has been shown in various reports to 

have an effect that is not completely or sufficiently accounted for by higher levels of education 

or income (Bikson & Panis, 1999; Castells, 2001; “Falling through the Net,” 1999; Hacker, K.L. 
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& Steiner, R., 2002; Hoffman and Novak, 1998; Hoffman, Novak & Schlosser, 2000, 2001; Katz 

& Aspden, 1997). Although estimates of the divide vary with African American using the 

Internet at 17% to 41 % of the rate that European Americans do (Mossberger, Tolbert, & 

Stansbury, 2003; NTIA, 2001; Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2000), the role of race in 

this divide has not been explored. As long as an essential component that affects usage is left 

unexplored, the digital divide may continue and may increase.  

This is the first study to examine the psychological component of the digital divide as it 

relates to African Americans.  This study also expands upon previous research exploring thin 

access, e.g. time spent online and computer ownership (Mossberger, Tolbert, & Stansbury, 2003; 

NTIA, 2000; Pew Internet and American Life Project, 2000). As noted by Katz and Aspden 

(1997), Warschauer (2003) and van Dijk (2000) access involves more than time spent online. 

Van Dijk (2000) conceptualizes four hurdles to people benefiting from Internet use: (a) lack of 

basic skills and computer fear, (b) low access to computer networks, (c) insufficient user 

friendliness, and (d) insufficient and unevenly distributed opportunities. The current study 

included a measure to examine each of these four areas as they relate to Internet usage. This 

created a more qualitative measure of Internet usage than has previously been researched.  

Among the most innovative aspects of this study were the examination of the relationship 

between racial identity and several discrete measures of internet usage as defined by thin access, 

thick access and the Internet Connectedness Index (ICI).  Gender did correlate significantly with 

Internet usage as measured by thick access, with males using the Internet more frequently than 

females. However, gender did not correlate positively with thin access or the ICI.  This finding is 

interesting in that the ICI was the only one of the three measures found to correlate with gender. 

Research on gender and computers is mixed, with some studies indicating that gender does not 
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play a role in Internet usage (Mossberger, Tolbert & Stansbury, 2003, Neu, Anderson & Bikson, 

1999 NTIA, 1999; Nie & Erbing, 2000; Pew Research, 2000). In other studies gender was found 

to play a significant role in computer usage (Cooper & Weaver, 2003, Nelson & Cooper, 1997). 

It is interesting to note that Internet usage was significantly correlated with thick access. This 

indicates that what is measured by thick access goes beyond what is being measured by either 

thin access or the ICI.  The present study suggests that a gender split exists within the African 

American community as measured by thick access.  

Age correlated positively with Internet usage as measured by the ICI but did not correlate 

with either thin or thick access. This finding supports past research that age influences usage; 

however, because of the relatively small age range, it is unknown whether this effect would 

represent the normal curve, with a peak at a certain age and decreasing after a certain age as seen 

in other studies (Neu, Anderson, & Bikson, 1999; Nie & Erbing, 2000; U.S. Census Bureau, 

2001). In spite of the restricted age range, the significant correlation between age and the ICI 

indicates that what is being measured by the ICI is different from what is being measured by 

either thin or thick access. This brings up several questions, which may be answered by 

considering the nature of the sample. College students may become more involved with 

computer usage as their workload increases due to increased academic commitments. The impact 

of age may also be a consequence of increased learning and confidence with computers which 

leads to greater usage as a result of exposure from the academic environment. Whether this 

computer use is something already established before college or is fostered by the college 

environment remains a question.  

Family income as assessed by both descriptive and numerical measures correlated 

positively with thick access and the ICI. Higher incomes lead to greater Internet usage, but 
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higher incomes did not correlate with thin access. It is interesting to note that these findings 

support previous research (Benton Foundation, 1998; Bolt & Crawford, 2000; Coley, Cradler & 

Engle, 1997; Hoffman & Novak, 1998, 2000; Katz & Aspden, 1997; Mack, 2001; NTIA, 1999; 

Neu, Anderson & Bikson, 2000, U.S. Census Bureau, 2001) that has found a correlation between 

income and computer usage as measured by thick access and the ICI, but not thin access. 

Father’s education did correlate positively with ICI, with higher levels of education 

indicating greater Internet usage, but did not correlate with thin or thick access. This suggests 

that within this measure, father’s education may play a role in influencing Internet usage that is 

not seen in the other measures of Internet usage and may indicate a greater sensitivity to the 

impact of paternal education as measured by the ICI.  

Neither present home conflict nor childhood home conflict had significant correlations 

with Internet usage based on any of the three criterion variables. This finding runs contrary to the 

hypothesis and to past research that has suggested that computers are often a form of escapism 

for people and may be used as a way to avoid social contact. Research by Gross, Juvonen & 

Gable (2002) has found that increased computer usage does not lead to negative relationships 

with others and may in fact improve existing social relationships by adding another form of 

communication through e-mail and instant messaging. This finding suggests that although the 

current study found no correlations, there may be a discernible positive impact on Internet usage 

if it is an available means of communication between people who are already acquainted. 

Other technology use correlated positively with thin access but not with thick access and 

the ICI. This finding suggests that other technology use is most important when examining 

Internet usage from a quantitative perspective only and that increased usage of other technology 
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such as cell phones, pagers, e-mail and video game players does not necessarily affect one’s 

usage of computers. 

When examining the scales of the Multidimensional Inventory of Black Identity (MIBI) 

in terms of the stated hypotheses, it was found that Centrality did correlate negatively with 

Internet usage as measured by thick access, but not as measured by thin access or the ICI. As 

Centrality is a measure of how core one’s racial identity is to one’s sense of self, this suggests 

that a measure of Internet usage from a qualitative perspective may more accurately reflect the 

role of racial identity. In terms of possible reasons for this correlation, for African American 

college students where identity is central, the Internet may be used as a way to connect with 

websites that provide information or a way to connect with the African-American community. In 

conjunction with this finding, the Private Regard scale was found to correlate positively with 

Internet usage as measured by the ICI. The positive correlation between Private Regard, which is 

a measure of the positive regard one holds for being African American at an internal level, and 

the ICI, may be indicative of a desire for greater knowledge and connection with one’s African 

American culture and history. The Internet may be seen as source for this knowledge. Since the 

demographic questionnaire did not specifically ask about visitation of websites that emphasize 

African American history or culture, this can only be a possible hypothesis for the positive 

correlation.  However, this does bring up an interesting question of how identification of one’s 

race, in terms of salience and internalization, lead to the usage of the Internet to connect with 

others of like mind. It also suggests that for African Americans, online resources for the African 

American community may be increasing and leading to increased usage by those who are 

seeking to enhance their cultural awareness. 
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Interestingly none of the other correlations related to the scales of the MIBI were found 

to be significant in either direction, which may be indicative of the reliability of the measure 

used for this study. It may also be that Internet usage as measured by the three dependent 

variables is not affected by these other aspects of racial identity. 

Computer anxiety, as hypothesized, did correlate negatively with both thick access and 

the ICI, but not with thin access. This finding suggests that higher levels of anxiety do impact 

one’s comfort and interest in using the Internet as measured by thick access and the ICI, but not 

with thin access. As a result studies that measure Internet access using a thin access measure may 

not be getting an accurate assessment of the impact of computer anxiety on computer usage and 

may not pinpoint an area of intervention in re-mediating the digital divide.  

Web anxiety was found to correlate negatively with all measures of Internet usage, 

suggesting that Internet usage is influenced by how comfortable one feels with the Web and 

using its resources. This finding supports what was found in the focus group. Specifically 

concerns about the web in terms of safety and trust levels influenced whether one went online 

and how often. One can speculate what causes web anxiety. Within the focus groups, it was 

found that anxiety was related to a mistrust of the web as not being a safe place to go online for 

fears of identity theft or the content online (i.e. racist websites). This may be related to issues of 

cultural mistrust within the African American community and whether the Internet is a safe place 

for African Americans (Bolt & Crawford, 2000; Ervin & Gilmore, 1999). As has been suggested 

in previous research, one area that needs to be examined is how to make the Web a more 

approachable place for African Americans in order to increase trust and possibly lead to an 

increase in usage.  
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Internet Usage, Thin Access 

 The multiple regression analyses (MRA) model for Internet usage, thin access found that 

of the predictor variables, education level and computer experience were significant. As has been 

previously noted in the literature (Hoffman, Novak & Schlosser, 2000; Neu, Anderson, & 

Bikson, 1999; Nie & Erbing, 2000), education level played a significant role in Internet usage as 

measured by thin access. This was associated with the correlational hypotheses of this study 

regarding the relationship between Internet usage and education. In terms of the digital divide, as 

measured by thin access, education plays an important role in determining usage with increased 

education leading to greater usage. 

 Computer experience, which relates to skills needed to use computer technology, was 

another significant predictor of thin access. Research by Mossberger, Tolbert and Stanley (2003) 

found that the skills divide largely mirrors the access divide. Individuals who are low-income, 

have less education, are older and are African American or Hispanic are more likely to need 

more computer assistance. This was true whether skills were defined as technical competence or 

information literacy.  Additionally, developing these skills is a complex process involving access 

to computers, frequency of use, and education or cognitive skills such as reading.  Given that this 

was a relatively homogeneous sample of college students who are likely to have had significant 

exposure to computers, the significance of this predictor variable with thin access indicates that 

computer experience can play a discernible role in Internet usage even among college students. 

 Other technology use, which was defined by usage and access to other forms of 

technology such as cell phones, televisions, video game players, also affected Internet usage as 

measured by thin access. This finding suggests that interest and usage in other forms of 

technology may increase the likelihood of Internet usage, thin access. One can speculate that as 
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one becomes more comfortable with technology in all its aspects the greater usage is likely. No 

previous studies have examined other technology usage in this regard. This finding provides a 

new aspect to the literature on the digital divide and suggests that Internet usage may be 

impacted by venues other than having access to the Internet and a computer. 

Internet Usage, Thick Access 

 Gender was a significant predictor of thick access within the second MRA model. This 

finding confirms previous research that gender predicts Internet usage (Cooper & Weaver, 2003; 

Nelson & Cooper, 1997). It is interesting to note that this finding was not replicated with Internet 

usage, thin access or the ICI suggesting that when a more qualitative measure of Internet usage is 

applied, variables that may not have been accounted previously come to the forefront. Since 

thick access is a more qualitative measure of Internet usage, gender may play a role when 

multiple points of access are associated with usage. Specifically, men are more likely to seek 

multiple sources and may be involved in a greater variety of activities while online. A study by 

Pew Internet life (2003) found significant gender differences in terms of content sought online. 

Men are more likely to consume online news whereas women tend to search for health 

information. This gender difference in what is sought online may explain the significance of 

gender found in the current study to a certain extent. It is more likely that a man who is seeking 

news will use the Internet daily as opposed to woman who is using the Internet to research a 

specific health concern.  

Additionally, since the created measure of thick access involved usage of other types of 

technology, it indicates a gender bias in usage of other types of technology, which may be a 

reflection of comfort level or interest in technology in general. As was seen with thin access, 

attitudes and experience with computers correlated with Internet usage, though none of the 
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specific predictor variables had a significant effect on thick access so it was uncertain which 

variable lead to this step being significant.  

Internet Connectedness Index (ICI) 

 The third MRA model of Internet usage with ICI as the criterion variable contained the 

greatest number of predictor variables. This indicates that Internet usage as measured by the ICI 

was the best model for explaining the chosen set of predictor variables. Within this model, age 

was a significant predictor, with increased age leading to increased usage. This finding supports 

previous hypotheses that age would increase Internet usage within this specific population of 

African American college students. Given the narrow age range (18-32) for this study, it is 

interesting to note that significance was found. This suggests several possibilities.  Since this 

population was in college, they may have had a significant increase in usage because of 

increased coursework with the assumption being that increased age was in part correlated with 

increased educational level in college. Another possibility is that increased age may lead to 

increased exposure to the Internet and as a result may lead to increased comfort and interest in 

the Internet. Increased age may also lead to more options in terms of what is of interest in terms 

of content. 

 Mother’s education was found to be a significant predictor of ICI scores. This finding 

indicates that Internet usage can be affected by parental education. Mother’s education, but not 

father’s education, influencing usage may be a result of students spending more time with their 

mothers than fathers, which they reported they did. This sample reflected what is typically found 

within the African American community in terms of family structure, which emphasizes 

maternal involvement more than paternal involvement. This finding also suggests that 

intervention strategies for increasing Internet usage among African American college students 
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may require parental involvement (specifically maternal involvement), moving beyond the 

individual to the family and supports past research that has commented on the impact of parental 

education in terms of bridging the digital divide (Kiesler, Zdanuik, Lundmark & Kraut, 2000).  

Family Income 

 As has been widely reported in the literature (Benton Foundation, 1998; Bolt & 

Crawford, 2000; Coley, Cradler & Engle, 1997; Hoffman & Novak, 1998, 2000; Katz & Aspden, 

1997; Mack, 2001; NTIA, 1995, 1998, 1999, 2000, 2001; Neu, Anderson & Bikson, 2000, U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2001) family income was a significant predictor in Internet usage as measured 

by the ICI. Interestingly, this was not the case for either thin access or thick access. Until this 

point, research has used thin access as the criterion variable when determining Internet usage; in 

these studies, income has affected usage.  This suggests that Internet usage as measured by the 

ICI may be more sensitive to the role of income. Thus the lack of significance in the MRA 

models for thin and thick access suggests that this may not be the best way to determine Internet 

usage when measuring it among African American college students. 

Racial Identity 

In terms of the MIBI, the measure of racial identity used within this study, only the 

Private Regard and Nationalist scales were found it to be significant predictors of the ICI. Higher 

Private Regard scores and lower Nationalist scores predicted higher ICI scores. Because Private 

Regard reflects internal beliefs and feelings about being African American, for those who are 

high in Private Regard, the Internet may be a source of connection with like-minded others and a 

way to obtain knowledge of African American culture.  

The Nationalist scale, a measure of Afrocentric values in a political context, indicated 

that higher Nationalist scores were correlated with lower Internet usage. Higher Nationalist 
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scores may be related to greater levels of interest in the African American community and 

involves the exclusion of Eurocentric influences, which may include the Internet. Because lower 

Nationalist scores and higher Private Regard scores were associated with greater Internet usage, 

this may be an indicator of lower levels of cultural mistrust.  

According to Terrell and Terrell (1981), cultural mistrust involves the inclination among 

African Americans to mistrust European Americans, in the areas of education and training, 

business and work, interpersonal and social relations, and politics and law. Although sometimes 

called by a different name (e.g., healthy cultural paranoia), this inclination to mistrust European 

Americans has been much discussed (e.g., Grier & Cobbs, 1968; Thompson, Neville, Weathers, 

Poston & Atkinson, 1990) sparking controversy about its potentially healthy and adaptive versus 

pathological or maladaptive nature (e.g., Grier & Cobbs, 1968; Thompson et al., 1990). Cultural 

mistrust research has focused on the effects of cultural mistrust on the counseling process (e.g., 

help-seeking attitudes of African American students), counseling outcomes (e.g., premature 

termination), and educational and occupational expectations.  

 A study by Terrell and Terrell (1993) found that African American adolescents who 

expected to enter less prestigious, lower paying occupations tended to be more mistrustful of 

European Americans.  For the present study, the greater educational aspirations of the college 

student sample may have resulted in lower levels of cultural mistrust and therefore higher ICI 

scores.  In terms of reducing the digital divide, cultural mistrust appears to be an area that should 

be explored in greater detail.  

 Racial identity often affects interpersonal relationships with others in the learning 

environment. As result of their racial identity, African American college students bring to the 

learning environment vastly different experiences of treatment by teachers and peers. Members 
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of many minority groups consciously strive to surmount invisibility, negative ultravisibility, and 

low expectations for achievement, stereotyping, hostility, and even abuse (Vontress, 1996). 

Many of these individuals have learned despite their learning environments, rather than because 

of them. As a result, minority students often have “radar” for sincerity in others’ treatment of 

them that carries into the learning environment. These individuals’ experiences of life encourage 

developed multicultural skills, enhanced abilities to compare and contrast multiple perspectives, 

and keen reflective and observational abilities. To cope with teachers’ and peers’ racial reactions 

to them, however, they may counter react cautiously, assertively, or sometimes aggressively. 

Most European Americans, in contrast, are likely to experience and be resistant to ways 

of learning and doing that are outside their own educational norms. These learners are likely to 

lack multicultural and self-reflective skills, to insist on individual tasks and rewards, and to 

discount “alternative” views. Cultural mistrust has been argued to be beneficial to African 

Americans, making them more aware of the negative elements of the African-American 

experience (i.e., racism, discrimination; Bell & Tracey, 2001). With regard to the digital divide 

for the African American college student, lower levels of cultural mistrust, as manifested in 

higher Positive Regard and lower Nationalist scores, may indicate a greater openness to the 

Internet as an “alternative” educational environment that may meet their needs in ways that more 

familiar environments do not. In fact, those with lower levels of cultural mistrust may exhibit a 

more bi-cultural view towards European American culture. Thus they may be more aware of 

their own culture and the majority culture and are able to work effectively within both cultures 

including usage of technology that may be associated with European American culture. 

Many African American college students with higher Positive Regard scores may be 

more open to searching the Web not only for educational purposes, but to connect with other 
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African-American college students, because individuals of like mind may be found online that 

cannot be found within the their college community. For these African-American students, the 

Internet may be a way to meet other African Americans who are alike in terms of racial identity 

or other salient interests.  

Cross has attempted to quantify Nigrescence theory, or the psychology of becoming 

Black (Cross, 1991), and discusses racial identity in terms of stages of development. Nigrescence 

is a resocializing experience, the transformation of a preexisting identity (a non Afro-centric 

identity) into one that is Afrocentric. Cross conceptualizes Black identity as developing in four 

stages: (a) the Pre-Encounter stage, which is characterized by two identities: Assimilation and 

Anti-Black; (b) the Encounter stage, which is defined by the events and experiences that cause a 

person to feel the need for change; (c) the Immersion-Emersion stage, which represents the point 

of transition between the old and emerging identity, and is characterized by two separate 

identities: Intense Black and Anti-White and (d) Internalization, which is characterized by Black 

acceptance and activism (Vandiver, Cross, Worrel & Fhagen-Smith, 2002).  

In a college setting, communication and socialization may be constrained by norms 

governing attitudes towards racial identity. Students at different stages of racial development 

different from the norm may seek other sources for socialization and identification. These 

“outsiders” are nevertheless likely to be comfortable with their Black identity, which may be 

reflected in their higher Private Regard scores. In terms of stages of development, these 

individuals may be at the fourth stage, Internalization, and may use the Internet as a form of 

activism seeking out information on African American events and culture or may seek others of 

like mind on the Web to connect with outside of the college setting. In future studies, a measure 

such as the Cross Racial Identity Scale (Vandiver, Cross, Worrel & Fhagen-Smith, 2002) might 
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provide insight into whether there are differences in terms of stages of racial identity 

development that may be linked to differences in Internet usage.  

Technological Anxiety 

 Measures of computer experience and attitudes towards computers and the Internet were 

significant predictors of Internet usage. Interestingly, none of these measures were significant 

individually, but the overall effect of all three measures was. Since none of the measures were 

significant individually, an authoritative conclusion cannot be drawn, but inspection of the betas 

for these measures shows that web attitudes is the most powerful predictor in this step. Omitting 

the less powerful predictors, using more reliable measures or analyzing a larger sample might 

increase the predictive power of this step in model.  

Computer Ownership 

 Most efforts to abate the digital divide attempt to improve access to computers at all 

points of access. Computer ownership was the strongest predictor of Internet usage for all three 

criterion variables of Internet usage. What makes computer home ownership such a strong 

predictor of Internet usage? Some programs designed to bridge the digital divide have involved 

laptop computer leasing (Burbles & Callister, 2000; Hecht, 2000; Kiesler, Zdanuik, Lundmark & 

Kraut, 2000; Zardoya & Fico, 2000) and this finding suggests that this may be a positive 

intervention. Perhaps increased exposure to technology through ownership leads to greater 

comfort and interest in Internet usage, more than can be achieved by accessing the Internet 

outside the home. One advantage of home Internet access is that it allows for greater privacy and 

greater flexibility in terms of length of use and round-the-clock availability. In this regard, 

computer ownership helps to deal with two of the issues addressed as possible barriers to Internet 

usage among African Americans, cultural mistrust and access.  
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A study by Mossberger, Tolbert and Stansbury (2003) found that those without a home 

Internet connection use the Internet even less outside the home. The data showed that home and 

work were clearly associated with more frequent access to information technology than a friend 

or relative’s house, schools or public libraries. This finding suggests that one of the most 

effective ways to increase Internet usage among African American college students is to increase 

computer ownership, which has been the focus of some interventions to abate the digital divide 

(Burbles & Callister, 2000; Hecht, 2000; Kiesler, Zdanuik, Lundmark & Kraut, 2000; Zardoya & 

Fico, 2000). However, high costs make computer ownership a less than ideal option in many 

cases, and therefore most interventions have focused on increasing points of access to computers 

(Hecht, 2001; Katz, Rice, & Aspden, 2000). Yet, given past findings, this may not be the best 

means of bridging the digital divide. When choosing points of access, public venues are among 

the least used with work or home access most associated with consistent use (Mossberger, 

Tolbert & Stanley, 2003).   

Limitations of the Study 

 Despite the numerous contributions of this study, certain limitations must be 

acknowledged, starting with the use of self-report measures, which rely upon the veracity of the 

subjects for accurate assessment of the variables being measured. As with all self-report 

measures, responses are dependent on participant’s accuracy of self-disclosure and often share a 

common response bias (Heppner, Kivlighan & Wampold, 1999).  

This study also consisted only of African American college students, and thus 

generalizability of findings to other racial groups is limited. Additionally, the participants chosen 

were college students; therefore the results of these findings are primarily limited to university 

students and professional African Americans. A more varied sample of African Americans 
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would improve the generalizability of these findings with regard to African Americans of other 

social classes. The heterogeneity of racial identity for participants may have been restricted by 

educational level and socioeconomic status of the college student population.  

Suggestions for Future Research 

Several directions for future research are suggested by the present study. Future research 

should attempt to target other ethnic and racial minorities in order to study the impact of 

racial/ethnic identity and psychosocial correlates on the digital divide within other racial/ethnic 

groups. Racial and ethnic identities are crucial to individual and collective identity, and racial or 

ethnic influences may lead to different psychosocial correlates affecting Internet usage for 

different racial/ethnic groups. With regards to this particular study, widening the sample to a 

larger range of ages, as well as increasing the geographic range in terms of both rural and urban 

population may improve the generalizability of the study across age, geographic area, and social 

class. Previous studies of Internet usage as it relates to geography (Katz & Aspden, 2000; Katz, 

Rice, & Aspden, 2001; NTIA, 1995) have found differences in Internet usage among rural and 

urban communities in terms of technological availability of the Internet. Examining the digital 

divide from a psychosocial perspective in these communities may provide greater insight into 

what contributes to the digital divide in rural and urban areas.  

Only certain behavioral and psychological indicators were examined within this study, 

yet given the possible role of cultural mistrust within this study, a specific measure of cultural 

mistrust would have been appropriate. For future studies, a measure such as the Cultural Mistrust 

(CMI) (Terrell & Terrell, 1981), which measures the level of adaptive mistrust that African 

Americans feel towards European Americans, may provide for greater understanding of the role 

of this variable in Internet usage (Terrell & Terrell, 1981). An additional measure of racial 
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identity, such as the Cross Racial Identity Scale (Vandiver, Cross, Worrel & Fhagen-Smith, 

2002), which examines racial identity from a stage perspective may help determine if the level of 

cultural mistrust or stage of racial identity development predicts Internet usage.  

 Although there has been a proliferation of sophisticated statistical analyses in the social 

science, the majority of research on the digital divide is dominated by descriptive data in terms of 

extensive numbers of surveys on information technology access conducted by government 

agencies, nonprofit organizations and market research firms. However, few studies report findings 

based on multivariate regression that can isolate the effect of specific factors on who has access to 

computers and the Internet and what affects usage thus increasing the utility of this study which 

used both descriptive and multivariate statistics.  Future research in this area would be well-served 

to move beyond the descriptive in approach.  

Implications for the Digital Divide 

The results of this study have numerous implications for assessing and reducing the 

digital divide. This is the first study to take an emic approach to the digital divide as it relates to 

African American college students incorporating an aspect of racial identity in its approach. The 

results of this research have found that race does play a role in usage that goes beyond 

economics and education. As a result interventions to bridge the digital divide as it relates to 

African Americans would be remiss if they did not address this concern. The specifics of race on 

this divide are still uncertain, but some hypotheses relating to cultural mistrust and racial identity 

have been suggested and are an area of future research. In terms of intervention, addressing these 

concerns may be more problematic since they are internally focused, but a mindfulness of this 

issue may be a starting point with the realization that different ethnic groups may have different 

needs and movement away from the idea that one approach fits all. Based on this study, it is clear 
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that different measures of access suggest a different picture of possible factors contributing to the 

digital divide. In terms of providing the most inclusive measure of Internet usage, the ICI 

appears to be the best measure of usage, tending to be more qualitative in nature than thin access. 

Future researchers interested in studying the digital divide may want to use a more qualitative 

measure of Internet usage, and those interested in bridging the digital divide may want to 

examine issues beyond economics. However, the importance of economics and, by extension, 

computer ownership cannot be denied. Both of these variables were significant predictors of 

Internet usage with computer ownership being a significant predictor for all three measures of 

Internet usage.  

Given that computer ownership may not be the most pragmatic of options for bridging 

the digital divide, the focus may be how to implement other significant predictors of Internet 

usage. In terms of public access, libraries are the most common source of public access. 

According to a study by Mossberger, Tolbert & Stanley (2003) low-income and less-educated 

individuals are among the least likely to be willing to use public access sites. And, as mentioned 

previously, for those who actually use computers, those without a home computer are less likely 

to use public access. The question becomes how to address this issue. One possibility is to 

enhance the communal aspect of public access. By redefining libraries as “community gathering 

places” especially in poor and minority communities, this may increase their attractiveness. Past 

research on community technology centers has found that sociability and a “comfortable, 

supportive” atmosphere were critical reasons for using these facilities (Katz, Rice & Aspden, 

2001; Vanderbilt University, Project 2000, (1997, October). This may help alleviate some issues 

related to cultural mistrust as well. 
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Conclusions 

 This was the first study to examine the impact of racial identity upon Internet usage and 

the first to explore both thin and thick access. In addition to being one of the first studies to 

examine the role of racial identity in the digital divide, this study found that a more qualitative 

measure of Internet usage provides greater insight into ways to bridge the digital divide. This 

study also addresses issues beyond income and education including stages of racial identity 

development and their relationship to the digital divide.  

 The results of this study indicated that aspects of racial identity significantly impacted 

Internet usage as measured by the ICI, a thick access measure; other variables became more 

salient, depending on what measure of Internet usage was explored. As a result of this study, 

future research may seek to use a more qualitative measure of Internet usage to account for all 

possible variables that lead to differences in usage among groups. 

 Understanding of the role of racial identity upon Internet usage is beneficial for a variety 

of reasons; the most important is as an attempt to bridge the digital divide. By examining the 

impact of racial identity, the significance of its role in continuing the digital divide can be 

examined and possible interventions be implemented.  The role of technology should not be 

viewed in isolation from other challenges to full participation in society. As computers, 

databases, and the Internet have transformed processes of production and the dissemination of 

information, they have replicated—and in some cases—exacerbated long-standing inequalities. 

Computers and Internet access will not remedy problems of racism, segregation, unequal 

education, unequal political participation, and economic inequality, but they represent one 

dimension of the problem of providing equal opportunity in a democratic society.  
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