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: A Study of Wanghongs. Asia Pacific Journal of Information Systems, 30(1), 1-23.
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Yongfu Quan, Jin Seon Choe, Il Im (2020). The Economics of Para-social Interactions during Live Streaming Broadcasts
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The Usual Suspect of Social Chasms

Written By Seoyoung LEE
English Language and Literature

On September 1, 2019, the UN Secretary General’s High-level Panel on Digital Cooperation reported that an
increasingly digitized world has the risk of leaving behind more and more marginalized people from proper healthcare
[2]. In the past, digital illiteracy, or ignorance of the Internet world, merely resulted in minor inconveniences such as
fewer membership discounts due to one’s lack of awareness on how to join online shopping sites, or register special
cards. There was not much to refer to a “gap” or “disparity” in such matters. In the present, however, as the Fourth
Industrial Revolution (4th IR) has expanded humankind’s life radius to the online world at an unprecedented level,
our existing social loopholes have both widened and deepened. The report’s ominous announcement of our future
demonstrates this explicitly; the inequalities and the classification produced by the 4th IR have grown from a couple
of coupons to our right to life. Thus, the unequal digital world raises a burdensome question: How are we going to
address the challenges that arise due to digital inequalities? Robinson et al., specialists in multiple fields; Shivdeep
Dhaliwal, a journalist specializing in emerging and disrupting technology; and Aim Sinpeng, a lecturer in government
and international relations, open discussion on how digital inequalities affect our lives and how to make appropriate

responses to the trials driven by them.

All three authors agree that based on how we apply technology to reality, the consequences of digital inequality may
differ significantly—it could either exacerbate or mitigate current real-life inequalities. However, whereas Robinson et
al. and Dhaliwal take a humanitarian view integrated with social science, Sinpeng focuses on the administrative aspect
and accuses the flaws of current policies regarding digital inequality. Among these writers, | concur with Robinson et
al. the most, as they have not only succeeded in scrutinizing the current phase of digital inequalities but have also
provided the appropriate guidelines to future research. | believe that the key point to addressing digital inequalities
in the 4th IR relies on our scrupulous yet comprehensive understanding of it, and that the government should invest
more resources to dig deeper into the issues of both offline and online inequalities, thereby devising the most effective

and caring policies for unjust division.
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The three experts agree that our ability to fully take advantage of the 4th IR determines how digital inequalities
unfold in the upcoming future. In addition, they all demand more validated standards to more accurately analyze
and assess current states of digital inequalities. Robinson et al. contend, “Digital inequalities can reinforce existing
social inequalities and even exacerbate them ...” and that our ability for accurate analysis of the situation may either
deteriorate or mitigate the digital divide [3]. In the same vein, Dhaliwal follows that the digital divide can be aggravated
when smart cities and smart regions exist in proximity with the less smart parts of particular areas while he discusses
how smart cities should be designed [1]. Furthermore, Sinpeng concedes with the former two writers, stating that
“reducing digital inequality depends on much more than access to products” [4]. Thus, Sinpeng attests that technology
does not stand for itself, but rather depends upon our capacity to utilize it. Therefore, it is reasonable to conclude that
all three authors agree that when it comes to the role of technology in the world of digital inequalities, it can either

worsen the existing social inequalities or play a vital role in bridging those gaps.

Although the three authors concur with each other on the position of technology in digital inequalities, they
take different tracks on the methods of dealing with the digital divide. Singpeng takes an administrative approach to
contrast the successful and futile policies initiated to bridge the gap caused by the digital divide, whereas Robinson
et al. and Dhaliwal take a more humanitarian view. They assert that endeavors to leave no one behind and protecting
the minority are the key determinants of a promising society amid the 4th IR. Sinpeng sharply points out that the
government should use their resources effectively to devise policies that would alleviate the digital divide, but only
with a long-term vision. As a solution to the digital divide, Sinpeng proposes an appropriately mapped-out policy
that deals with not only technical access, but also the socio-economic infrastructure to maximize the advantages of
access to technology. However, Robinson et al. and Dhaliwal reveal a more humane perspective. Robinson et al. do
not request a more ethical answer to coping with digital inequalities explicitly. Rather, they exemplify the negative
effects and influences of digital inequality on social minorities such as women, children, the elderly, as well as racial
minorities, and strongly argue for extended research for a better future, indicating an attempt to accommodate human
rights to address the hardships of digital inequalities. Meanwhile, Dhaliwal explicitly presents a humanitarian view; he

“we

firmly demands approaches and strategies for “inclusive and equitable development”, in which “‘no one is left behind’”
[1]. Sinpeng speaks solely about the government’s role and how it should change on the one hand, while Robinson et

al. and Dhaliwal adopt a broader scope that discusses human rights on the other.

Having read the three articles, my view on digital inequalities aligns the most with Robinson et al.’s. Although
Sinpeng’s acute commentary rings a warning bell for government officials and contributes to lessening the failures
of such initiatives, | support the more humanitarian approach of Robinson et al. and Dhaliwal’s since they provide

a much more stereoscopic view of the issue, thus enriching our understanding of the phases and trials of the 4th
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IR. Furthermore, between the two, | especially concur with Robinson et al. since they have put forward the most
balanced view of the topic. While Dhaliwal’s overall compassionate frame is appealing, he does not mention specific
means to fulfill it. In contrast, Robinson et al. encompass clearer and more objective goals and methods, especially in
social science studies. For example, upon presenting an analysis of digital gender stratification, the authors suggest
that “[t]his pattern points to the role of social and economic macrostructures in generating and sustaining digital
inequality in terms of gender ... Future research is needed to examine in more detail how these patterns emerge

in different countries ...” [3]. Likewise, throughout other discourses about race and ethnicity, they follow the same
pattern by starting with their concerns about social minorities: “[The] disadvantaged minorities have less social capital.
According to the stratification hypothesis, this pattern would be repeated in the online world” [3]. They further call for
a thorough investigation into the “group-specific values” [3]. Though these guidelines may not be the exact blueprint
for alleviating digital classifications, they nevertheless do not embellish the obvious and ideal roadway, which is also
impressive because | personally deem this frame of thought as a desirable solution to addressing the challenges of

digital inequalities.

| believe that the most important factor in confronting the digital divide relies on the ability to diagnose the current
state accurately. If the diagnosis is unclear, so will the prescription. The government should invest more human and
financial resources to face the impending wave of digital inequalities. Otherwise, society may have to go through civil
strife induced by the digital gap. Many people, including me, do not have enough resources or databases to keep track
of our constantly changing world in the swirls of the 4th IR. This has become a much more significant issue compared
to the past since. Indeed, according to the three writers it has become evident that indifference towards digital
inequalities can yield serious social strife. As a result, governments, societies, and the world now must bravely confront

the phases of digital inequality to fundamentally resolve hardships.

In a nutshell, while | generally agree with the three authors’ common argument that the success of the future
society depends on our performance in handling technology with stability, | believe Robinson et al. have the best
potential to serve our aim in closing the gaps between digital classes. The chasm has started to widened; from
discounts or coupons in the past to the fields of healthcare or education in the present, which is already deeply
associated with our basic rights. Then, questions arise along with the challenges: What is it going to take in the future?
How wide will the chasms worsen? With this in mind, humankind should consciously delve deeper into the sinkhole of

digital inequalities for a promising ‘smart’ world where humanity prospers.

Sources: [1] Dhaliwal, Shivdeep. "The Danger of The Digital Divide: How Smart Are The Smart City Initiatives?" Binary District Journal. 10 July 2019. https://journal.
binarydistrict.com/the-danger-of-the-digital-divide-how-smart-are-the-smart-city-initiatives/. Accessed 7 Nov 2019.
[2] Makri, Arita. “Bridging the digital divide in health care” The Lancet, 1 September 2019, https://www.thelancet.com/journals/landig/article/P11S2589-
7500(19)30111-6/fulltext. Accessed 6 Nov 2019.
[3] Robinson, Laura et al. "Digital Inequalities and why they matter." Information, Communication & Society, 18(5), 2016, pp. 569-582, EBSCOhost. DOI:
10.1080/1369118X.2015.1012532.
[4] Sinpeng, Aim. "More technology doesn't mean less inequality" The Conversation, 22 October 2015. https://www.plagiarism.org/. Accessed 7 Nov 2019.
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