Does the "do it yourself approach" help reducing digital inequality?

The vicious circle of lacking digital literacy and infrequent internet usage
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Research has consistently found an association between digital literacy and intensity of different forms of internet use (e.g., Hargittai, 2003; Zilien & Hargittai, 2009). In the context of digital inequality, Mossberger, Tolbert, and Stansbury (2003) suggest that disadvantaged users find themselves in a vicious circle because "those without skills have little need to use computers and those without frequent availability have little chance to develop the skills" (p. 121). However, there has been some discussion about the causality of this relationship. Whereas some researchers argue that more digital skills are likely to cause more intense or sophisticated internet use (Hargittai & Hinnant, 2008), others claim that more intensive use would lead to better skilled users (Van Dijk, 2005). They believe that a "do-it-yourself-approach" would be an important source of learning, thereby reducing the digital inequality between users. 
In order to draw policy recommendations it has been important to examine the underlying causality explaining the relationship between intensity of internet use and digital literacy. Exclusive evidence for the first proposition ("high digital literacy leads to intensive internet use") would support a public policy that, apart from providing access to technology and infrastructure, encourages guided training of internet users. Exclusive evidence for the second proposition ("intensive internet use leads to high digital literacy") would support a public policy that focuses on access to technology and infrastructure. 

At the moment, existing studies rarely investigate these two hypotheses separately due to (cross-sectional) nature of the data. For instance, Hargittai (2003) found that intensity of use is a strong predictor of the success and rapidity with which respondents completed online tasks. Howard, Rainie, and Jones (2001) found that frequency of internet use is a good predictor of the breadth of activities people undertake online which in turn is likely to be related to digital literacy. Other studies reporting an association between digital literacy and specific forms of internet use (e.g., Zilien & Hargittai, 2009; Hargittai & Hinnant, 2008) also are of limited value for assessing the underlying causality.

The study makes use of panel data consisting of two measurements of the same respondents. Apart from demographic and other control variables, we measure digital literacy (see Hargittai, 2005, 2009) and frequency of internet use two times with a time lag of seven months. The data consists of a random sample of internet users of a large Dutch city. In November 2007, respondents were first approached by means of a computer-assisted telephone interview (n=885, response rate~=30%). After seven months, 195 respondents were willing to fill in an additional web survey. The study examines the two hypotheses by means of a lagged regression analysis while controlling for a number of demographic and other potential factors of influence that might affect changes in digital literacy and frequency of internet use.
Results show that more intensive internet use leads to higher digital literacy, but not the other way around. They thereby provide support for the "do-it-yourself approach" (Van Dijk 2005). However, contrary to what was expected, this approach works only for internet users who possess already above average digital literacy. Users with below average literacy do not profit from it. To the best of our knowledge, this study is the first that uses panel data to test the "do-it-yourself-approach", indicating its value and limitations for reducing social inequality. The results, should they be replicated by other studies, provide an empirical foundation for policy recommendations.
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