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ABSTRACT

The purpose of the poster is to show how libraries used 
government funds and community partnerships to close the digital 
divide in the United States. Part of the mission of libraries is to 
bridge the digital divide. As an answer to the digital divide, the 
U.S. government started a grant program in 1994. Over ten years, 
the Technologies Opportunities Program (TOP) awarded $230 
million to 600 communities to promote network technology and 
community partnership. 

The digital divide is a rich concept rather than a simple binary
divide. It’s something that is nuanced, multidimensional and ever-
changing. Everyone is immersed in the digital divide in one 
respect or another because none of us are on the same plane of 
learning and expertise. We have learned much from the plethora 
of research that has taken place in communities in the United 
States and abroad. This study sheds like on the digital divide and 
how libraries have addressed it. 

Of the 600 projects funded by TOP, 25 were library-led:
approximately 10 took place in public libraries, three in academic
libraries, and 12 in library networks or other settings.  This 
research uses the TOP Data Archive, which we created with the 
help of others including the U.S. Department of Commerce itself, 
to examine these 25 projects. We have constructed tables and 
word clouds to find trends and analyze the projects and 
partnerships and will use established network analytical methods 
as well. Interviews with key leaders in each of the projects will 
help ascertain how each project developed over time. Our 
governing theory is that social capital and social networks 
contribute to ICT use.

Our questions include: How did the partnerships between the 
library and other organizations affect each project? How did they 
define success, and did they achieve it? Our first finding is that 
libraries adapted the grant program to their own strategic activities 
and did not set library work aside. Second, the libraries took three 
main approaches: to build computer networks with wires and 
fiber-optics, to build the human-computer infrastructure known as 
a Freenet, or to create new library programs to help their 
community use technology. We will also present data on the 
programs and the size and shape of the partnerships that carried 
them out.

Our research has found a total of 80 partnerships across 25 
separate library-led TOP projects. Each project had an average of 

4.3 partnerships; with the maximum being 11 and the minimum 
number of partnership being one. Our analysis included a 
typology of partners: education, corporations, government, and 
organization. Educational partners include schools, colleges, 
universities, and other educational organizations. Corporate 
entities are defined as businesses or companies. Government 
partners maybe municipal, city, state or national government 
entities. Lastly, organization is a broad category that fits every 
type of non-profit organization, whether it be community, 
environmental, educational, etc. There are also four sub-
categories: library, health, art, and communications. Library 
partners may be local, state, college, or university libraries. Health 
institutions are any health organization, whether government or 
community, or hospitals. Art partners involve art museums, local 
art organizations, etc. Lastly, communications partners are 
communication corporations, TV or radio stations, or government 
communication entities. The categories will allow us to 
investigate the relationship between the type of partners in each 
project and the scope and outcome of each project. The data 
includes 33 education partners, 28 government, 23 organization, 8 
libraries, 8 communications 6 corporation, 5 health, and 3 art.

In December and January we will use NetDraw to create a visual 
representation of the egocentric network of a library and its 
partners, and look for patterns. We will also carry out telephone 
interviews with the leaders of each project. The phone interviews 
will tell us about long-term projects outcomes and how the 
partnerships advanced or impeded each project.

This poster will provide insights and suggestions to libraries that 
are working on the digital divide or on building partnerships.
Since the U.S. has yet to catch up with the rest of the world in 
terms of broadband speed and utilization, the government has 
started another round of grants called the Broadband Technology 
Opportunities Program; our findings will also inform that work. 
Libraries have the responsibility to serve increasingly disparate 
populations and our poster provides an analysis of an important 
group of library projects which have never been presented to an 
international audience. This topic will be of interest to many 
people in the library profession, especially those dedicated to 
serving the public through the use of innovative technology.

Relevant links:

TOP archive at the University of Michigan: 
http://quod.lib.umich.edu/cgi/f/findaid/findaid-
idx?c=sclead&idno=umich-spc-Power-Top

http://www.pdfonline.com/easypdf/?gad=CLjUiqcCEgjbNejkqKEugRjG27j-AyCw_-AP


Broadband Technology Opportunities Program: 
http://www.ntia.doc.gov/broadbandgrants/

Kate Williams’ lecture on the digital divide: 
http://www.lis.illinois.edu/news/digital_divide09.html?videoID=b
j9KpV0jak2KjRozoRflhA

http://www.pdfonline.com/easypdf/?gad=CLjUiqcCEgjbNejkqKEugRjG27j-AyCw_-AP

