
 

Digital health divide runs deep in older racial
and ethnic minorities
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The COVID-19 pandemic is a great example of the importance of access
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to the Internet and to digital health information. Unfortunately, historical
disparities in health care appear to be reflected in computer ownership,
access to the Internet and use of digital health information. However,
few studies have qualitatively explored reasons for digital health
information disparity, especially in older adults.

A study led by Florida Atlantic University's Christine E. Lynn College of
Nursing in collaboration with the Dana-Farber Cancer Institute and the
University of Massachusetts Medical School, examined the extent of
computer ownership, Internet access, and digital health information use
in older (ages 60 and above) African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans,
Hispanic Americans and European Americans. They quantitatively
identified factors related to electronic device ownership, Internet access,
and digital health information in 562 study participants and explored the
reasons for any differences using a series of focus groups.

Results of the study, published in the Journal of Racial and Ethnic
Health Disparities, revealed a deep digital health divide within the older
population, which was evident in both the community sample and focus
groups. Participants who were older, less educated, economically
disadvantaged and from ethnic groups (African American, Afro-
Caribbean or Hispanic American) were up to five times less likely to
have access to digital health information than were those who were
younger and more highly educated, had a higher income, or were
European Americans.

The odds of owning a computer or having access to the Internet were
one-fifth as likely in the African American group as it was for European
Americans and one-fourth as likely for the Afro-Caribbean group. The
odds of Hispanic Americans owning a computer were one-third as likely
and for having access to the Internet less than one-half as great as for the
European Americans. Those who received Medicaid assistance were less
than one-half as likely to use either the Internet or digital health
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information as were those who did not receive Medicaid and a little
more than half as likely to own a computer.

"Currently, digital health technology development is outpacing parallel
efforts to conquer the digital health divide, which also has important
implications for helping older adults get registered for the COVID-19
vaccine," said Ruth Tappen, Ed.D., R.N., F.A.A.N, lead author and
Christine E. Lynn Eminent Scholar, FAU's Christine E. Lynn College of
Nursing. "Portals that allow patients access to their electronic health
records, decision aids that prepare patients to discuss options with their
providers, making telehealth appointments with providers and so forth,
needlessly, though unintentionally, excludes, marginalizes, and
disenfranchises those who are older, have low incomes, have low health
literacy, and/or are members of minority groups."

The results of the focus group sessions shed some light on the effects of
this disparity and highlight differences in response across the minority
groups represented. Interest in obtaining Internet health-related
information was highest in the African Americans, Afro-Caribbeans and
European Americans, and moderate at best in the Hispanic American
group. Ability to afford a device that allows Internet access differed
greatly across groups, and participants' expressed preferences for
provider-patient information or more independent searches, and
involvement in decision-making also varied considerably.

Participants in the African American/Afro-Caribbean group expressed
frustration with lack of access to digital health information but
appreciation for alternative sources of information. Hispanic Americans
critiqued information received from providers and drug inserts, some
suggesting that a positive attitude and trust in God also contributed to
getting well. European American participants evaluated various digital
health information websites, looking to providers for help in applying
information to their personal situation.
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The researchers stress that addressing this digital health divide in the
older population requires attention at several levels. At the policy level,
national connectivity plans are needed, and greater effort to provide
universal Internet access needs to be made. Municipal broadband
networks can achieve this at the local level. Eventually Internet service
needs to be redefined as a necessity, not a luxury, a necessary utility like
electricity and water or to become a free service supported by
advertisements as are broadcast radio and television. Not only does it
need to be affordable but also adequate for the job.

"Until Internet access is universal, creative use of printed materials,
telephone calls, in-person groups, family assistance, individual meetings,
and mailings are needed for those disadvantaged and minority older
adults who remain affected by this digital health information disparity,"
said Tappen.

  More information: Ruth M. Tappen et al, Digital Health Information
Disparities in Older Adults: a Mixed Methods Study, Journal of Racial
and Ethnic Health Disparities (2021). DOI: 10.1007/s40615-020-00931-3
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