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Digital Inclusion and Digital Equity
Executive Summary
This report provides an analysis and summary of key national research findings on internet and
smartphone use and the results of five locally conducted focus groups. The focus groups were
conducted to discover what barriers and opportunities existed for representative second language,
disability and racial groups. Through the help of community partners, participants were recruited and
asked nine questions that promoted open discussion within each group. The results from the focus
groups indicated that cost, computer use literacy, and content language were fundamental barriers.
Other barriers included low-speed service in some areas, mistrust of service providers, lack of
understanding of contract language, and limited application of closed captioning for hard-of-hearing.
The report finds what kinds of actions would be most helpful in opening and improving internet use in
the corresponding focus group communities. The actions are categorized under the following
opportunity areas:
•
•
•

Regulatory Policies
Government Agencies, Schools and Libraries
Community Organizations and Partners

The recommendations listed under each opportunity area are considerations for action items in the
development of the strategic plan and to stimulate thinking about creative approaches to bridging the
Portland/Multnomah County digital divide.

Portland/Multnomah County Needs and Opportunities Report
Report Purpose
Portland and Multnomah County project area residents
generally have benefitted from the booming Portland-area
tech sector (Rogoway 2014; Rogoway 2015b; Rogoway
2015a) the actions of municipal agencies in promoting
competitive, widespread digital service and access; and
increased attention of the private sector to digital equity.
Oregon has a much higher broadband adoption rate than
the national average (82% to 68%) with more than half
being “Heavy” or “Power” users. Portland leads the way in
adoption and use as the state’s “most wired” community
(ORC International Study 2012, 5).

“Eliminate broadband capacity,
equity, and access and
affordability gaps so Portland
achieves near universal adoption
of broadband services for all
residents, small businesses and
community-based organizations.”

On the other hand, the benefits of regional digital service availability are unevenly distributed. It is
commonly understood that a digital divide exists within our highly connected community. Portland’s
Broadband Strategic Plan (2011) recognizes digital inequity. Two of the Plan’s five theme statements
explicitly address the need to broaden inclusion. Those statements declare that “Affordability and
ubiquitous availability are keys to adoption.” and that “Adoption across all age groups, cultures, races
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and economic classes is crucial to relieve social and economic inequities.” The Plan’s second goal directly
addresses the digital inclusion issue - “Eliminate broadband capacity, equity, and access and affordability
gaps so Portland achieves near universal adoption of broadband services for all residents, small
businesses and community-based organizations.” That goal contains three key strategies:
• Establish Neighborhood Broadband Access Centers,
• Expand City Capacity to Address Digital Equity, and
• Facilitate Marketplace Competition
accompanied by a listing of short-, mid- and long-term action recommendations (Pivot 2014, 9, 15–17).
Portland’s draft Comprehensive Plan encourages regulatory approaches and investments in technology
and communication infrastructure, such as broadband, to ensure access in all areas of the city, reduce
disparities in capacity, and affordability and provide high‐performance, reliable service for Portland’s
residents and businesses.
The goal for this report is to summarize key national research findings on internet and smartphone use
and merge those findings with the results of locally conducted broadband adoption surveys and focus
groups that identified region-specific roadblocks to internet adoption and use. The report will begin to
identify potential opportunity areas for policy and action initiatives focused on eliminating our digital
divide. It is intended to be the informational launching pad for a series of strategic planning workshops
focused on furthering progress in meeting City of Portland and Multnomah County digital inclusion
aspirations.
The local needs and opportunities reported here are compiled from the Broadband Plan, Portland
Broadband Adoption Report and feedback obtained during five focus groups conducted during July and
August 2015. National research cited below points to lower adoption and use rates typically occurring
among less educated, lower-income, low English proficiency (LEP), older adults without a child living at
home, and among some racial groups. Our focus group participants were recruited to provide
representative cross-section of suspected low adoption and use populations across our specific project
area. These focus groups are more fully described later in this report.
As the Portland Broadband Adoption Report indicates, among those that have never used a computer,
42% said they don’t feel comfortable using the computer and 38% were worried about “bad things” that
could happen from using the computer. Similarly, for those that had used the internet in the past the
percentages were 46% and 43% respectively (Pivot 2014, 28). Familiarity with the computer, and overall
digital literacy, are major components to increasing the number of internet users. These statistics point
to the need for education not only on how to use the computer, but also how to avoid the most
common internet scams, to recognize phishing attempts, and be proactive about consumer security.
Other national studies support this finding, suggesting the role of community technology centers (or
community centers with technological programs) can help reduce fear, increase relevance, and provide
education. Even still, community technology centers are vastly underutilized (Stanley 2003). Both
reports support the broad findings in the literature that improving digital literacy in underserved
communities and in communities with low internet adoption, requires strategies that “go beyond
[improving] physical access and connectivity and consider the role of cultural factors” (Stanley 2003,
407, 410).
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PEW 2015 US Internet Usage and Smartphone Use Reports
The US Internet Usage Report documents internet use across numerous socio-economic groups. It finds
that African-Americans and Hispanics have been somewhat less likely than whites or English-speaking
Asian-Americans to be internet users but that equity gaps have narrowed. Today, 78% of AfricanAmericans and 81% of Hispanics use the internet compared to
85% of whites and 97% of English-speaking Asian-Americans. The
high adoption rate among Asian-Americans is of particular note
to our strategic planning process due to the relatively high
number of Asian-Americans in the project area.
Age and income demographics also show significant adoption
and use differences. Those with college educations are more
likely than those who do not have high school diplomas to use
the internet. Similarly, those who live in households earning
more than $75,000 are more likely to be internet users than
those living in households earning less than $30,000. Seniors
adoption curve is increasing likely because as adults get older,
they take their technological capabilities into the next age
bracket (Perrin and Duggan 2015).
Smart phone adoption is high nationally as well as in the Portland
region, according to the Pew 2015 US Smartphone Use Report
and the Portland Broadband Adoption Report. The Portland
Broadband Adoption Report showed that 21% of Portlanders use
their phone as their primary digital connection. Around 10% of
Americans with a smartphone do not have broadband at home.
Low-income populations and non-white populations have high
smartphone penetration rates and are most likely to use their
smartphone for digital activities and services commonly
expected to be done via, and designed for, the internet. Some of those are applying for jobs and
accessing online shopping and banking services. As a percentage, African American and Latino
smartphone owners retrieve information via smartphone nearly 1.5 times more than their white
counterparts.
Smartphone ownership has become more and more central to daily life. Experience sampling shows that
smartphones are deeply embedded in the lives of young adults. Over half of Smartphone owners have
used their smartphone to perform some sort of online banking or get health information. Almost half
have looked for a place to live, looked for a job, or government services. About half of smartphone
users claim that their phone is something that they could not live without. Only 7% of Americans have
no broadband and no smartphone. Statistically, these are Americans who are likely to not have a bank
account, unlikely to have health insurance, and even less likely to own a home. Among smartphone
users, ownership is most tenuous for those who rely on their phone as their primary means of internet
access. Further, over half of Americans have, at one point, cancelled their service because of cost (Pew
Research Center 2015).
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These PEW studies identify population segments with typically lower adoption and use rates that
parallel findings of the statewide report below. The PEW information also highlights smartphones as the
entry point for many internet users among those population groups. There is a clear connection
between smartphone and broadband use and access. While different populations have differential and
variegated use and access patterns, both the internet and smartphone use have become integral parts
of daily life.

2014 Portland Broadband Adoption Report 1
The iPortland Broadband Adoption Report, while focused on adoption and not access, surveyed Portland
area residents in their home regarding broadband and internet use. Findings showed that 15% of
residents do not have internet in the home. Hispanic populations were least likely to use the Internet
among racial groups, which correlated closely to the other two strong predictors of internet use –
income and educational attainment levels. Hispanic populations were also most likely to use their
smartphone as the primary source of internet. Older adults were the most likely group to use the
internet only within the home. Overall Portland area residents are generally satisfied with their Internet
service. When asked to rate overall satisfaction with their service provider using a five-point scale, 75%
of home broadband users rated their internet service with four or five stars on a five star scale.
However, only 41% were satisfied with the cost of service (Pivot p. 35).

Internet Service Providers
The two largest internet service providers in Multnomah County offer programs geared toward low
income residents.
Comcast has two programs: internet essentials aimed at providing inexpensive internet access – which
does not meet the FCC’s old, or revised, speed-requirement definition of “broadband” (originally 4Mbps,
now 25Mbps) – for low-income households and underserved communities and digital connectors a
program for youth in low-income neighborhoods to improve digital literacy and learn about common
internet tasks.
CenturyLink offers internet basics also aimed at providing inexpensive internet for low-income
households and underserved communities. Both providers could improve these programs by providing
broadband level speed (25Mbps) and reaching out to large underserved groups. These communities and
the importance of addressing their needs were identified clearly in the PEW and Portland Broadband
Adoption research. Lastly, Comcast and CenturyLink focus on internet use within the home and do not
focus on those communities that use hybrid home-smartphone strategies or smartphone internet access
only.

1

https://www.portlandoregon.gov/revenue/index.cfm?&a=504164
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City of Austin Digital Inclusion Strategy 2014
The City of Austin recognized that the digital exclusion was
a central equity issue and that a digital inclusion strategy
could be used to address social, educational and economic
equity challenges. The City’s Digital Inclusion Strategy was
based on seven principles – availability, affordability, public
access, design for inclusion, relevance, digital literacy, and
online consumer safety. Those principles were applied to
sectors that include community, nonprofit organizations,
education, business, public health and city government.
Using data from a survey of community assets, Austin
adopted a plan comprised of connection, engagement,
inclusion, integration, and coordination strategies. The
strategic plan seeks both to remedy existing inequalities but
also create a digitally-based equitable access future for
Austin residents. Austin’s plan is action-oriented and holds
some promise as a template for the Portland/Multnomah
County Digital Inclusion Strategic Action Plan.

Digital Inclusion Strategy - City of Austin

Other Academic literature
The academic literature largely supports the findings of PEW reports, the Portland Broadband Adoption
Survey and the City of Austin’s findings, showing non-white, LEP, low income, age, and low educational
attainment are high predictors of levels of internet (or Smartphone) use and adoption (cf Becker 2007;
Pittman, McLaughlin, and Bracey-Sutton 2008; Crawford 2011; Mossberger, Tolbert, and Hamilton 2012;
Sanchez and Brenman 2013). Further, communities that are most likely to be excluded from internet use
are those characterized by a combination any of the high predictors for low adoption and use levels.
One point, addressed in the academic literature but not addressed in surveys, is the issue of content and
services being written only in English. Communities with low English proficiency are most susceptible to
inequities of this type because most content and services are only developed in English (Guadamuz
2005). Further LEP communities are far less likely to be motivated to gain access to the internet because
there are fewer local computer literacy resources in their primary language and most only in English.

Local Focus Group Findings
Methodology
Focus groups were conducted to discover what barriers and opportunities exist for representative
second language, disability and racial groups within the project area. A grant from the Portland Office of
Equity helped define and fund the focus group process. Each groups’ participants were recruited to
represent demographically similar population characteristics. Group demographics were:
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Chinese-speaking (both Mandarin and Cantonese): 11 total, 2 male, 7 female, 3 under 18, 2 over 54
Vietnamese-speaking: 13 total, 4 male, 7 female, 0 under 18, 5 over 54
Spanish-speaking: 10 total, 1 male, 9 female, 1 under 18, 1 over 55
Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing: 5 total, 3 male, 2 female, 0 under 18, 4 over 54
African American / neighborhood: 12 total, 3 male, 9 female, 0 under 18, 3 over 54
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Through the help of local community service non-profit organizations, we recruited participants for and
conducted five focus groups for 4 LEP groups, 1 for deaf and hard-of-hearing, and 1 for AfricanAmerican. To compensate attendees, we provided $25.00 gift certificates to 49 participants.
We used nine simple prompt questions to promote open discussion within the group. We asked for
differences and similarities with each discussion point to engage each attendee. Discussions were
allowed to follow participants’ high interest areas.

Participant Recruitment
Several of JLA’s community partners were employed to assist with focus group participant recruitment.
Leveraging previous working relationships was essential to fulfilling expected attendance for a very
selectively targeted population set at each of the focus groups except the HOH group. Flyers were
created for each focus group then approved and distributed by the community partners. For the low
English proficiency (LEP) groups, each flyer and sign-in sheet was translated. During the recruitment
process, there were weekly check-ins to monitor the number of recruited participants and evaluate if
more outreach efforts would be needed to reach more participants. The weekly check-ins provided the
opportunity to further strengthen the relationships with our community partners and created a sense of
ownership of the recruitment process rather than a contract-hire relationship that can be typical when
community based organizations are engaged to recruit from the communities they serve. Feeling a
sense of ownership of the recruitment process contributed to the prompt turn-around for scheduling
and completion of four of the five focus groups. The following community partners assisted with focus
group recruitment:
Vietnamese and Chinese Focus Groups - Immigrant & Refugee Community Organization (IRCO) helped
with recruitment of the Vietnamese and Chinese participants. IRCO provided insight about cultural
appropriate foods, meeting times and outreach materials. Additionally, IRCO hosted the focus group at
their location which was familiar to the participants.
Spanish speaking Focus Group – Verde recruited Spanish speaking participants and reserved the Ortiz
Community Center for the focus group. This community center was selected due to the proximity to
where the majority of the participants lived.
African-American Focus Group - Dianne Riley reached out to the African-American community through
her personal and social justice networks. As a resident and community activist in North Portland, Dianne
was instrumental in recruiting participants for the focus group who lived in New Columbia and other
housing development in North Portland. This focus group took place at the Charles Jordan Community
Center. Dianne distributed flyers at several key locations and canvassed the New Columbia residential
area. Of all the focus group recruitment efforts, this effort created the most interest and a waitlist of
participants for future focus groups.
Hard of Hearing/Disabilities Focus Group - Although several individuals with connections to the Hard of
Hearing/Disabilities community and organizations were enthusiastic about the recruitment and focus
group, this focus group had the lowest attendance rate of all focus groups.
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Barriers and Use Findings
Generally speaking the focus group feedback indicated
that widely held understandings about barriers to
adoption and use. Cost (technology, its maintenance,
broadband service – both initiation and monthly),
computer use literacy, and content language were
fundamental barriers. Other commonly mentioned
barriers included low-speed service in some areas,
mistrust of service providers, lack of understanding of
contract language, and limited application of closed
captioning for hard-of-hearing were other impediments to
more widespread use.
Some of the most commonly shared feedback includes:
Low English Proficiency Groups
• There was a broad interest to learn more about using the internet. Much of the reticence stems
from lack of familiarity of basic computer use. There was also general interest in learning or
attending computer basics and internet skills classes but it is important for the LEP community
that these classes be taught in languages other than just English or that translation service be
available at the classes. (Note – interestingly internet access is used and widely desired as a way
to learn English language and culture).
• Changing the setting to make non-English the default language requires English know-how.
• Among families with internet at home, adults felt that by using the computer they might alter or
ruin settings on the computer that their children had setup.
• Almost all families have someone in the home that does know how to use the internet if they
ever need to find something, but participants felt this not as satisfying as using it themselves.
• There was significant distrust of the internet service providers and contracts.
• LEP communities have difficulty understanding the additional charges (fine print) after the
promotional price. Even with Spanish language assistance, pricing mistrust continued.
• There was significant distrust of ISPs in providing consistently satisfactory speed.
• Computer purchase cost was a barrier. In some cases participants used tablets or smartphones
as an alternative way to access the internet.
• The cost of computer maintenance was also named as barrier.
• A wide range of uses were listed, and shared, by the group, including: social media and
communication, entertainment (movies, sports, music), information look-up, online banking and
stock trading, online shopping, finding recipes, school work, finding a job, working, and transit
planning.
• Participants who used the internet often desired the skills to independently communicate via
social media or chat and for entertainment.
• One shared activity for the LEP groups was to learn both English and American culture through
YouTube videos.
• Most Asian language group users had both smartphone and high-speed internet at home.
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•

•
•
•
•

For the Spanish-speaking group, cost was named as a barrier right away both for internet service
and devices to access the internet. Smartphones were also cited as expensive with most of
those using those devices paying for by-the-minute service.
Speed is an issue from an affordability side – with those families that did have internet wanting
a faster connection but not able to afford it.
In cases where participants used tablets or smartphones as primary source of internet, the cost
of computer purchase and upkeep was consistently cited as a barrier.
Installing the right anti-virus was an issue as many were aware and fearful of online scams.
Despite perception of adequate digital literacy, older participants were reliant on younger family
members to learn about and use technology.

Deaf and Hard-of-Hearing
• Many of the cost and literacy barriers mentioned above apply to this group.
• HOH community has become greatly dependent on the internet for daily life as it eases
communication difficulties in acquiring shopping, transit and banking services, for example.
• More widespread use of closed captioning with audio-based content applications was desired.
• Smartphone’s NextDoor app came up as a popular way to interact and communicate with
neighbors.
African-American
• The main barrier for this group was the lack of access to the internet.
• There was a broad interest to learn more about using the internet. However, much of the
difficulty came from lack of familiarity with browser navigation and common terminology.
• There was also broad interest in learning or attending a basic computer and internet skills class,
however, it was important that classes teach basics like typing and other computer-related skills
before taking classes on internet use.
• All attendees felt internet service should not be privatized.
• There was significant suspicion of low signal quality in the North Portland area from participants
that used tablets or smartphones as primary source of internet.
• Speed was also an issue, but from an affordability side. Many could afford the internet but those
individuals that did have internet wanted faster connection and could not afford it.
• Members of this group reiterated that they need access to the internet in order to stay
connected to the world and not feel left behind.
• In cases where participants relied on smartphones as primary source of internet, the cost of
service and lack of computer skills was a barrier.

Opportunity Areas
Focus group participants discussed what kinds of actions would be most helpful in opening and
improving internet use in their communities. Their feedback is listed here as considerations for action
items in the strategic plan and to stimulate thinking about creative approaches to bridging the
Portland/Multnomah County digital divide. These ideas supplement many of the Broadband Plan
capacity, access and affordability strategic actions which will also be considered during the strategic
action planning workshops.
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Vietnamese

Chinese

Spanish

Primarily at home
computer/tablet
Low computer literacy
(age, familiarity)

Primarily at home
computer/tablet
Low computer literacy,
(age, familiarity)

Primarily smartphone

Both

Primarily smartphone

High smartphone
literacy

High literacy (age)

Low computer literacy
(familiarity)

Contract language,
price/speed issues
Communication,
homework/school

Contract language,
price/speed issues
Communication,
homework/school

Cannot afford, no
availability
Homework/school,
transit

Poor service/lack of service,
price/speed issues
Communication,
homework/school, job search

Novel Use

Learning US culture

Learning English

Consumption/
shopping

Require high-speed
for video
Video
communication,
news
Signing, Next Door

Primary
Barrier

Language for service,
literacy

Language for service,
literacy

Cost

Lack of closed
captioning

Lack of access

Primary Ask

Classes in
Vietnamese, help with
service

Classes in Chinese,
help with service

Reduced cost, classes
in Spanish

CC, walkthroughs
w/ new apps

Improved access/ service,
reduced cost, classes in basic
internet use

Access
Digital
Literacy
Service
Primary Use

Deaf & HoH

African-American

Home schooling

Regulatory Policies
•
•
•

•

Introduce policies which stimulate better project area-wide broadband service coverage –
higher speeds at lower cost. Promote more competition.
Assist in lowering the cost of computer technology. Institute low income discount programs.
Establish a regional fund to assist with technology purchases and maintenance.
Adopt a consumer protection policy. Work with ISPs to overcome mistrust of contract language
and promotional pricing. Broaden language assistance beyond Spanish. Hold internet sign-up
days at community centers or other community gathering sites.
Promote more widespread use of closed captioning. Think creatively about other disability
community issues to address in accommodating those populations.

Government Agencies, Schools and Libraries
•

•
•

•

•
•

Broaden access to free Wi-Fi. Open access to all public offices, community centers, and
government building Wi-Fi. Provide Wi-Fi in rental rates for low-income housing projects.
Recruit business/office complexes to share Wi-Fi. Map free Wi-Fi locations and distribute that
information.
Supply free/low cost computers/tablets in all public schools.
Open public school computer labs to after school hour use. Reserve after-school, youth-only use
times to access library and other free public computers. Apply the same idea for elderly and
stay-at-home parents during daytime hours.
Partner with community organizations to use public library computers for digital literacy training
and education. Provide courses at multiple levels: new to computers, new to the internet, and
maintaining internet skills.
Work with all schools and education programs (like workforce development), at all levels, to
offer technology and instruction aimed at making digital access and use universal.
Implement a service similar to the 24/7 Call a Librarian service offered by Multnomah County to
provide a comparable service for internet access issues and technical assistance.
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Community Organizations and Partners
•

•
•
•
•

Offer free second language computer literacy, internet safety and technology maintenance
courses. Use community centers, NGO’s and other strategically located facilities as well as
libraries. Consider scheduling limitations for target populations. Provide day care.
Enlarge computer assembly and repair offerings. Support Free Geek in broadening their
outreach. Offer free technology to successful students.
Distribute educational and marketing information on the benefits of the internet. Translate into
common second languages. Dispel common fears and anxieties.
Raise awareness across the entire community of the inequity and serious impact to the personal
lives of the digitally excluded.
Develop and sustain a coalition to partner together to leverage resources, identify and create
inclusion program funding, and maintain political awareness about the importance of digital
inclusion.
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Attachment A – Focus Group Questions
Demographic Background Questions (Part of participant sign-in/consent form):
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.
9.

Age
Gender
Income
Education
Marital status
Race/Ethnicity
Employment status
Do you have a computer with internet access at home?
Do you have a mobile or smartphone with internet access?

Icebreaker Question:
1. What is your proudest moment?
Focus Group Questions
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

If you do not use the internet, why not?
Tell us all the places you access the internet?
What are your top reasons for using the internet?
How would you make using the internet better?
What would you be comfortable paying for internet service?
What is most important to you about using the internet?
How are you impacted when your internet connection is not working?
If any assistance for using the internet were provided, what kind of assistance would you want?

Exit Question:
1. Is there anything else you would like to say about using the internet or your online experience?
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Attachment B – Sign-in Sheets
Vietnamese Focus Group Sign-in
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Chinese Focus Group Sign-in - Simplified Chinese
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Chinese Focus Group Sign-in - Traditional
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Spanish Focus Group Sign-in
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African-American & Disabilities/Hard of Hearing Focus Group Sign-in
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Attachment C – Recruitment Flyers
Vietnamese Focus Group Flyer
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Chinese Focus Group Flyer – Simplified Chinese
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Chinese Focus Group Flyer – Traditional Chinese
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Spanish Speaking Focus Group Flyer
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African-American Focus Group Flyer
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Disabilities/Hard of Hearing Focus Group Flyer

Page | 23

Needs and Opportunities Report

Attachment D – Digital Inclusion work happening in other Jurisdictions
•

•

•
•

City of Austin
o http://austintexas.gov/sites/default/files/files/Telecommunications/Digital_Inclusion_St
rategy_ADOPTED.pdf
o City’s Digital Inclusion Strategy was based on seven principles – availability, affordability,
public access, design for inclusion, relevance, digital literacy, and online consumer
safety. Those principles were applied to sectors that include community, communitybased providers, nonprofit organizations, education, business, public health and city
government. Using data from a survey of community assets, Austin adopted a plan
comprised of connection, engagement, inclusion, integration, and coordination
strategies. The strategic plan seeks both to remedy existing inequalities but also create a
digitally-based equitable access future for Austin residents. Austin’s plan is a strongly
action-oriented plan and holds some promise as a template for the
Portland/Multnomah County Digital Inclusion Strategic Action Plan.
City of Minneapolis
o http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/www/groups/public/@bis/documents/webcontent/
wcms1p-134042.pdf
o http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/www/groups/public/@bis/documents/webcontent/
wcms1p-085459.pdf
o http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/it/inclusion/WCMS1P-118865
http://www.ci.minneapolis.mn.us/www/groups/public/@bis/documents/webcontent/
wcms1p-124274.pdf
City of San Francisco
o http://sfgov3.org/index.aspx?page=1441
City of Seattle
o http://www.seattle.gov/tech/about
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