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I learned early on about the real meaning of equity and inclusion, and that
when those guiding principles are not met, they can have devastating effects
on individuals, families, and communities. Lori Lightfoot
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Digital Equity
Bridging the Digital Divide

Executive Summary
Digital Equity – a state where people can readily and effectively access and use technology to participate
in our society – is intricately bound to Health Equity.
We understand health equity to be an approach that includes policies and
interventions that address discrimination and oppression with a goal of
eradicating social inequality and disadvantage for the purpose of reducing
differences in health outcomes1
Two things in particular have highlighted this fact: the extraordinary and unprecedented growth of
information technology over the past decade, and the restrictions placed on in‐person access to
healthcare providers because of the COVID‐19 pandemic. It will take the combined efforts through a
Collective Impact approach of all three levels of government working closely with communities, private
sector and community‐based organizations to “bridge the digital divide.” Collective impact is a form of
collaboration which brings together different sectors to solve large complex problems. Private sector
corporations like TELUS, Bell and Rogers will all have to play a significant part to make this possible.
This paper outlines the importance of digital equity, the urgent need for a digital equity strategy, and
the actions stakeholders must take to realize digital inclusion across the province. Understanding the
role that each level of government must play to accomplish this will help clarify our calls to action and
formulate the needs communities and community‐based organizations must advocate for.
Numerous groups do not currently share the benefits of participating fully in the digital world. These
include racial and ethnic minorities, elderly populations, indigenous groups, low‐income individuals and
those living with disabilities. Although it is a lofty goal, digital equity is attainable – with your assistance.
In doing the research for this paper, we found that many organizations, like the Toronto Public Library2
and ACORN Canada3 are already strongly articulating the need to bridge the digital equity divide. What is
required is a core strategy that will serve as a vanguard to the critical work that must be done to ensure
no one is excluded.
The federal government plays a strategic role in recognizing the need for all citizens to have reliable
access to the Internet. This is increasingly necessary for everyday activities such as accessing health care,
education and government services; purchasing food and other necessities; and connecting with one’s
family and community.
The provincial government can support the federal position by leveraging cost‐effective ways to close
the gap. This includes access to reduced priced Internet service for low income individuals/families and
low cost options for hardware such as cell phones or tablets.
Local governments can support communities by looking for unique and creative ways to provide access
to the Internet, re‐use existing technology and training individuals on how to participate in the digital
world.

1

The Alliance for Healthier Communities, Health Equity Charter ‐ Sept 2020
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/bridge/pdfs/nordicity‐full‐report.pdf
3
https://acorncanada.org/new‐report‐shows‐links‐between‐digital‐equity‐and‐health
2
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Local communities, non‐governmental organizations and groups can provide opportunities for outreach,
education and support.
Corporate organizations, particularly telecommunications companies, can provide devices and access to
the Internet.
This paper recognizes the Alliance for Healthier Communities evidence‐informed Model of Health and
Wellbeing4 (MHWB) which guides the delivery of primary health care. The MHWB champions
transformative change for people and communities facing barriers to health. Furthermore it recognizes
that digital equity is a significant enabler of a Learning Health System.

Introduction
Health equity is an ideal state where everyone has the opportunity to achieve their best health
potential. There are many contributors to health equity, frequently referred to as the determinants of
health. Among them are social and financial status, environment, educational attainment, and
experiences of marginalization related to race, gender, or sexual orientation. Over the past decade,
considerable growth of virtual tools and advances in information technology have made access to and
comfort with digital technology as another determinant of health. Such technology is increasingly
necessary for community connectedness, access to health information, social supports, and clinical care.
In this document, digital equity refers to an ideal state where all people can readily access and
effectively use the technology that allows them to participate in our society. Conversely, digital inequity,
or the digital divide, refers to the current state in which not all people can access or use this technology.
Digital inclusion refers to the efforts required to bridge this digital divide.
Income plays a significant role in digital inequity. As of July 1, 2018 1.57 million people in Ontario were
living in poverty, out of a total population of 14.5 million5 6. Those who have trouble putting food on the
table or paying bills to keep the lights on are at a disadvantage when it comes to accessing technology.
Generally speaking, they do not have the means by which to access the Internet, purchase capable cell
phones/tablets, or learning how to participate in the digital world we live in today. In their
Communications Monitoring Report the Canadian Radio and Telecommunications Commission 7(CRTC)
found that only 69% of Canadians in the 1st Income quintile (those earning less than 33,000 annually)
had access to the Internet at home in 2017 (CRTC, 2019) compared to 94.5% in the 5th Quintile (earning
more than $132,909 annually). Similarly, only 63% of Canadians in the 1st Income Quintile have access
to a working home computer compared to 95% of those in the 5th Quintile (CRTC 2019).
Those who are most at risk and vulnerable are also those who are least likely to be able to afford access
to what has now become mainstream Internet information, education and communication channels. For
people who are experiencing homelessness, even a lack of electricity to recharge devices such as phones

4

https://www.allianceon.org/model‐health‐and‐wellbeing
https://www.fin.gov.on.ca/en/economy/demographics/projections/ ‐ July 2020
6
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/toronto/ontario‐poverty‐costs‐billion‐annually‐report‐1.5302882 ‐ July 2020
7
https://crtc.gc.ca/eng/publications/reports/policyMonitoring/2019/cmr1.htm?_ga=
2.119845192.1598984171.1596719391‐1120198054.1596719391#a2.2 ‐ July 2019
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or tablets can be an additional barrier to digital participation. Pandemics like COVID‐19 exacerbate the
issue. In response to the COVID‐19 pandemic, public and commercial spaces that provide free access to
Wi‐Fi, electricity, and even computers – such as libraries and coffee shops – were closed. Individuals
who used these places to keep connected could no longer do so.
It does not need to be this way. Canada is in a strong position to create and support a digital inclusion
strategy which will allow people across the country to utilize the tools and services they need to
participate in today’s economy and to access health care and education in a way that supports optimal
health and well‐being.
“Digital equity is defined as a condition in which all individuals and
communities have the information technology capacity needed for full
participation in our society, democracy and economy. Digital equity is
necessary for civic and cultural participation, employment, lifelong
learning, and access to essential services.”8
In today's increasingly online world, working towards digital equity is a must. Access to digital and virtual
tools is a determinant of health and must be universally recognized as such. Digital access and the skills
to use digital and virtual tools need to be recognized as a determinant of health. Private and non‐profit
sectors and all levels of government must work in partnership with people who are marginalized or face
barriers to digital equity to develop a shared strategy for advancing this vision.
We have identified two key dimensions of digital equity that will be essential to any successful Digital
Inclusion strategy.
1. Inclusive Access to digital devices, bandwidth and any other necessary resources, such as
electricity and freely available Wi‐Fi, for people to access the Internet.
2. Meaningful Adoption to ensure the people who are most vulnerable have:
a. the means and knowledge to use technology through easily accessible education and
support, and
b. user‐friendly and useful applications that are developed to serve identified needs.
Both Inclusive Access and Meaningful Adoption require multilingual resources that includes adaptive
technologies for people with disabilities, particularly those who are hearing or visually impaired. It is also
important to establish a baseline for both of these key dimensions that will specify the minimum
requirement for success.

8

https://www.digitalinclusion.org/definitions/ ‐ July 2020
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Inclusive Access
Every person in Canada requires access to the Internet. Every individual must be able participate in
today’s increasingly digital world. Without it, people and communities that have been marginalized will
not have the tools and technologies needed to break the cycle of poverty or social isolation; the two
most significant barriers to health and wellbeing.
Over the past decade, we have seen an unprecedented transition to digital tools. Now in Canada, access
to the Internet means access to conduct business, make social connections, find information, engage
with healthcare, participate in educational learning, and much more.
Providing access to digital technology and virtual tools is a complex multi‐layered, multi‐sectoral
endeavour that will require concerted effort from all stakeholders. It will specifically require leadership
from all levels of government in tandem with community and corporate support.

Figure 1‐ Digital Equity ‐ A Collective Impact Approach

While the federal government’s role is to define digital inclusion and mandate access, the provincial
government is responsible for operationalizing this through policies and initiatives that ensure low‐cost
options are available. Working with telecommunication organizations, the province can ensure a low
cost approach to Internet access and develop strategies to make devices available to the underserved.
The COVID‐19 pandemic laid bare how individuals are affected by a lack of access to the Internet or
Internet‐linked devices. When libraries and coffee shops closed, free Internet and the ability to charge
mobile devices disappeared. Meanwhile essential services such as healthcare, grocery shopping and
education moved online. In healthcare, virtual care became the primary mode of communication
between individuals and their healthcare providers. Those who were unable to access virtual care were
forced either to physically visit their healthcare provider – often using public transit and risking infection
– or to avoid care entirely.
4
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To help people cope with the mental stress of the pandemic, the Ontario government expanded virtual
mental health support9 but if a person could not afford Internet or did not have access to a device, they
could not utilize the service.

Affordability
With the lowest average salary in Ontario being approximately 33,90010 per year budgeting for
cellphones and Internet can often be low on the list of necessities.
COST
Rent
Utilities
Public Transit
Food
Medication
Cellphone\Internet
TOTAL

$$/month $$/year
$2,350
$28,200
$300
$3,600
$260
$3,120
$1,000
$12,000
$200
$2,400
$155
$1,860
$4,265
$51,180

Lowest average salary

$33,900

Figure 2‐Cost of Living in Ontario

Devices and Connectivity
Access to devices is another step toward digital inclusion. Whether on a desktop, laptop, cell phone,
tablet or kiosk, people need an affordable way to access the Internet. This does not mean everyone
needs the newest and most powerful device; telecommunications organizations can instead provide
access to a wider variety of basic models that enable digital participation. This will, in effect, create a
basic minimum safety net to support digital equity.
Canadians currently pay one of the highest rates for Internet service and cell phone access11 globally.
Making sure people can afford access is one measure to realizing digital equity. The provincial
government must work with telecommunications organizations to reduce costs for low income
individuals or families.
The CRTC has mandated that telecommunications companies develop low‐cost programs that are
adequate for basic Digital Inclusion needs. Additional support is needed from the provincial government
to supplement this through means‐based policy will help remove this barrier to Digital Inclusion.

9

https://news.ontario.ca/opo/en/2020/05/ontario‐expands‐virtual‐mental‐health‐services‐during‐covid‐19.html
July 2020
10
https://www.newswire.ca/news‐releases/cost‐of‐living‐index‐shows‐how‐expensive‐is‐it‐to‐live‐in‐toronto‐in‐
2020‐816959756.html
11
https://nationalpost.com/news/canada/why‐canadian‐cell‐phone‐bills‐are‐among‐the‐most‐expensive‐on‐the‐
planet September 2017

5

Digital Equity
Bridging the Digital Divide

Recently, the City of Toronto through the Toronto Public Library, conducted a pilot program
aimed at providing the most vulnerable people with Internet access. The Wi‐Fi on Wheels12
program offered access at two city parks. As part of its Smart City Initiative, the City of Toronto is
in the process of envisioning what a smarter city would look like. The Toronto Public Library, a
member of the Smart City Working Group, has identified its role as advocate for digital inclusion
and digital literacy13.
The City of Ottawa, identified the need to “close the digital divide” as part of its Digital Inclusion
Ottawa14 initiative works with several community partners to develop a neighbourhood equity
index. One of the measures of that index is digital inclusion.
The City of Vancouver offers 603 free public Wi‐Fi locations in Vancouver15. This makes
Vancouver one of the largest free public Wi‐Fi providers in North America. This is a small part of
the city’s overall digital strategy.16

The National Digital Inclusion Alliance (NDIA) provides a comprehensive list of cities in the United States
that have embarked on digital inclusion strategies.17 Every city on this list, has identified either free or
low‐cost Internet access as a priority. Low‐cost is not the same as no‐cost and still presents a financial
barrier to some. Means‐based subsidization can remove this financial barrier. While it is important for
larger cities to understand their vulnerable population and promote digital inclusion, it is incumbent
upon provincial governments to provide overarching strategic direction and funding to ensure that
smaller towns, rural and remote areas receive equitable opportunities for digital participation.

Electricity
Devices require access to electricity. While many private enterprises, e.g. coffee shops provide Wi‐Fi and
electrical outlets to their patrons, often there are time and use restrictions placed on these networks.
Publically available free charging locations, as in the case of the City of Vancouver offering free charging
stations and Wi‐Fi access18, can assist with access to electricity and may also be a part of a wider
strategy to provide access to Wi‐Fi. Although it would appear to be a minor impediment, access to
electricity in order to keep devices charged can be a significant barrier. People struggling with poverty
and homelessness may not have ready access to charge their devices.

12

https://nowtoronto.com/news/toronto‐public‐library‐to‐offer‐free‐wifi‐in‐two‐parks August 2020
https://www.torontopubliclibrary.ca/content/about‐the‐library/pdfs/board/meetings/2017/jun19/19‐advocacy‐
bandwidth‐digital‐inclusion‐digital‐literacy.pdf June 2017
14
https://neighbourhoodequity.ca/digital‐inclusion‐ottawa/
15
https://vancouver.ca/your‐government/vanwifi.aspx ‐ Sept 2020
16
https://vancouver.ca/files/cov/City_of_Vancouver_Digital_Strategy.pdf ‐ April 2013
17
https://www.digitalinclusion.org/local‐government‐covid‐19‐digital‐inclusion‐response/ ‐ Sept 2020
18
https://vancouver.ca/your‐government/digital‐strategy.aspx ‐ Sept 2020
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Availability
Advocating for this change starts with a collective impact approach. Organizations like the Alliance for
Healthier Communities, the Coalition for Digital Access for People with Low Income and Vulnerable
Populations and ACORN’s Internet for All Campaign are demonstrating the need for a digital inclusion
strategy. The federal government can work with community organizations like these to develop a
national strategy for digital equity.
The federal government is in a unique position. They have the ability to provide national leadership in
realizing digital equity in Canada. The federal government can lead the way and empower provinces to
take action. Federally, there are two key undertakings that can provide immediate help. The first would
be to make digital participation a right. Secondly, providing incentives and direction to the
telecommunications industry for cost‐effective network expansion that will provide coverage for all
areas of the country. Everyone in Canada must have the ability to access the Internet regardless of their
background, income or location. It is now incumbent on the federal government to make digital
participation a right – not a privilege. The Internet should not be just for those who can afford it or know
how to use it.
The federal government also has the mandate to work with telecommunications organizations to
expand the network across the country giving those living in rural areas access to adequate Internet
service. According to the Neighbourhood Equity Index19 a study of bandwidth speeds between rural and
urban areas exposed a drastic divide with some rural upload speeds ten times slower than urban speeds.
Download speeds were also significantly different with rural download speeds of 3.78Mbps compared to
a staggering 44.09Mbps average for urban areas.

Figure 3 – The urban and rural digital divide

19

https://neighbourhoodequity.ca/digital‐inclusion‐ottawa/ ‐ Aug 2020
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The Minister of Rural Economic Development, indicated that “In 2016 the federal government created
the Connect to Innovate program that will enhance access for more than 380,000 homes in 900
communities, including 190 Indigenous communities. Broadband projects are also eligible through a
suite of programs, including the $2 billion Rural and Northern Stream of the Investing in Canada
Infrastructure Program, and the CRTC's $750 million Broadband Fund. In Budget 2019, we made a bold
commitment to connect all Canadians to reliable high‐speed Internet. This commitment came with an
additional $1.7 billion in new funding that will build upon our action to date. In total, we are delivering
up to $6 billion in investments to connect all Canadians.”20
Technology changes daily, broadband today may mean high cost fiber optic cables distributed to rural
and hard to reach communities. Tomorrow it can be low orbit satellites with minimal infrastructure to
deploy. Elon Musk, TESLA CEO, stated, “Canada is a major priority for Starlink”21 in late 2020. As time
progresses newer and cheaper ways to connect are being developed. The promise of 5G wireless service
means all areas of the province can be connected cost‐effectively with the appropriate supporting policy
framework.
The examples above are a great
start but there needs to be an
overarching plan.
As identified elsewhere in this
document, cities and towns also
have an obligation to support digital
inclusion along with the federal and
provincial directives. There are
opportunities that local
communities can take advantage of
that ordinarily could not be done on
a larger scale.

How cities are bridging the digital divide
The City of Seattle in 2018, supported 23 community
organizations that provided digital skills training to a total
of 4692 residents. This training included basic technology
and digital skills, job search and career skills and Digital
Learning and enrichment programs for young people.
The City of Boston tripled the size of its Digital Equity fund
that supports programs aimed at increasing digital
resources available to Boston residents from $35,000 in
2017 to $100,000 in 2019.

Local governments can create free Wi‐Fi hotspots at the public library, city hall or other government
service locations. A great example is the Mayor of Toronto, John Tory, who set up, “Free Internet Access
to Vulnerable Residents22” in long term care homes and low income housing and the Toronto Public
Library Wi‐Fi on Wheels cited earlier in this document.
Digital hubs can be created to provide access for those who do not have it at home. City hall or other
local government/community offices open to the public can be used to provide free Internet access
proving additional locations for people to connect with the rest of society.

20

https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/139.nsf/eng/h_00002.html ‐ July 2020
https://mobilesyrup.com/2020/06/24/elon‐musk‐canada‐priority‐starlink‐Internet/ ‐ July 2020
22
https://nowtoronto.com/news/toronto‐providing‐free‐Wi‐Fi‐for‐vulnerable‐people April 2020
21
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Many local community organizations are already working hard to reduce the increasing digital divide
faced by marginalized and low income communities. Local organizations are engaging with the
community on how to best serve the needs of their neighbours.

South Riverdale Community Health Centre (SRCHC) launched a
device drive where people can drop off old cell phones to be
refurbished and distributed to those in need.23 SRCHC has
distributed 150 SIM cards/smart phones with at least 3 months of
connectivity during COVID for those who do not have access to
the Internet.

Figure 4 ‐ SRCHC Device Drive

Guelph Community Health Centre is another example. The centre
distributed 35 phones24, supported clients with access to Rogers
$10 Internet plans and promoted a collective impact approach to
tackling the digital divide challenge in their community.

Figure 5 ‐ Guelph CHC phone distribution

Unison Health & Community Services in their Englemount‐
Lawrence Neighborhood Care Team
Community Engagement Report dated August 2020 noted,
“During the many check in phone calls with the seniors, we
identified that most of the seniors have no access to Wi‐Fi
and/or electronic device. They are not able to connect with their
family and friends virtually. Their mental health has been
impacted further due to the isolation that is exacerbated by the
pandemic. As of early July, 30 tablets and Wi‐Fi hotspots were

Figure 6 ‐ Unison HCS ‐ tablets given to seniors

23
24

http://www.srchc.ca/devicedrive/ July 2020
https://www.allianceon.org/blog/Focusing‐digital‐equity‐keep‐people‐connected‐Telus‐donation‐helps‐address‐
barriers July 2020
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provided by Unison and Toronto Public Library respectively to address the digital equity amongst the at‐
risk seniors.
As a direct result of lessons learned during the early stages of the COVID‐19 pandemic, Unison Health &
Community Services partnered with Syme Woolner Neighbourhood and Family Centre to issue a press
release25 calling on all levels of government to address the issue of Internet access to low income
households.

Call to Action
Short/Medium Term
We call on the Governments of Canada and Ontario to provide means‐based supplemental supports to
ensure that low‐cost plans, devices and support where needed are accessible to people living on the
lowest incomes. This would include those who receive benefits through the Old Age Pension, Ontario
Works, Ontario Disability Support Plan, and other social security agencies.
We call on the Government of Ontario to establish a regulatory board, analogous with the Ontario
Energy Board, which would regulate Internet usage rates to ensure means‐based equity.
We call on local governments, in partnership with internet service providers, to provide free Wi‐Fi
access points and charging stations in public places, such as libraries, parks, and community centres. We
further call on the Government of Ontario to support these efforts with stable funding and appropriate
legislation.
We call on internet service providers and digital technology retailers to ensure that low‐cost devices and
data plans are made available.
Long Term
We call on the Government of Canada to amend the constitution to include digital equity
We call on the Government of Canada and the provincial and territorial governments of Canada, in
partnership with local governments, First Nations, and community organizations to develop a strategy
for digital inclusion that will lay the groundwork for digital equity and education

25

http://unisonhcs.org/press‐release‐governments‐must‐do‐more‐to‐provide‐critical‐internet‐access‐to‐low‐
income‐households/ Sept 2020
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Adoption
Access to the Internet and technology provides individuals the opportunity to connect with others but
without training and support it is difficult for them to participate. What one group might consider
mundane tasks such as using a search engine, attending a virtual webinar or making an appointment
online could be a brand new experience for another. For example, according to the Good Things
Foundation, in the UK many people over the age of 7526 do not know how to use the technology, thus
effectively excluding them from participating in the digital world.
The city of Seattle recognizes the importance of digital skills and, partnering with community
organizations, created system navigators to help people work with digital devices.

Building digital literacy and skills
The Good Things Foundation27 in the United Kingdom, is a social change charity that supports socially
excluded people to improve their lives through digital participation. They piloted a programme aimed at
ensuring more people had digital skills, motivation and means to access health information and services
online. The programme was done in several phases with Phase 1 (2013‐2016) focusing on improving
digital literacy in communities. Phase 2 focused on identifying and improving pain‐points in the
healthcare system using a combination of digital and community interventions. In Phase 2, the Good
Things Foundation created and deployed pathfinders whose role is similar to the system navigators used
by the city of Seattle. Pathfinders focus on the unique local needs of the people they served in their
particular communities. Some of these pathfinders evolved into a model of community‐led local digital
health hubs that focused on improving digital health literacy and inclusion. The Good Things Foundation
estimated that the NHS could save a potential £6m per year by building digital health literacy through
community organizations.
Services are needed within the community to teach people how to be active and engaged using the
technology they have at home. Local communities are the best place to reach out to these individuals
and get them engaged in the process28.

Not without providers
Any digital strategy must include helping providers increase their comfort levels and use of digital tools,
including smart devices, and software. The 2019 CMA Physician Workforce Survey29 reported that half of
all family doctors and other specialists offer no interactive electronic services to patients. The report
goes on to state that although most doctors and health facilities in Canada now use some form of digital
record keeping, the survey shows fewer than one in 10 family physicians allow patients to book
appointments electronically, less than a quarter make themselves available by email, and just 4%
26

https://www.keepthefaith.co.uk/2020/05/31/retrain‐unused‐nhs‐volunteers‐to‐teach‐digital‐skills‐in‐lockdown‐
urges‐think‐tank/ July 2020
27
https://www.goodthingsfoundation.org/
28
Dr. Alice Mathers, James Richardson, Stephanie Vincent, Joseph Chambers and Dr. Emma Stone. Good Things
Foundation, COVID‐19 Response Report, 23 March – 16 June 2020. July 9 2020. Downloaded July 15, 2020.
29
https://surveys.cma.ca/
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provide video visits. Although, of necessity, the COVID‐19 pandemic increased the need for and use of
virtual visits, providers must get the support and training to work digitally.
Additionally, to help guide providers and increase their adoption of virtual technologies, the CMA also
recommended:






National standards for patient health information access;
A framework to regulate the safety and quality of virtual care;
The development of new fee schedules for in‐person and virtual
care that are revenue neutral;
The incorporation of virtual care in medical schools and
continuing education;

A word about Privacy
Protecting client personal information (PI), and Personal Health Information (PHI) must be fundamental
to any system. Adopting a Privacy by Design framework based on proactively embedding privacy into
design and operation is critical. Privacy and confidentiality builds trust and is highly valued by
underserved communities and individuals. The acknowledgement of the importance of privacy can
foster socially beneficial activities. Individuals are more likely to participate in health and wellbeing
programs if they believe their privacy is being protected.

Application design
Accessibility is about making sure a service can be used by as many people as possible. As we have seen
with the COVID‐19 pandemic, digital services can easily amplify barriers to accessibility that already
exist. This could be visual, hearing and motor or cognitive barriers. Healthcare and social services
application providers should consider using a co‐design approach. Ideally this would involve the public,
healthcare providers and stakeholders. Software needs to be designed with those who have low digital
skills and who face barriers to health. The NHS has produced a digital service manual30 with a set of
design principles that software application providers are encouraged to use when designing software to
encompass digital inclusion and accessibility. These principles are clear about the recommendation that
it is preferable to actively engage with the community to determine what is needed to realize digital
equity.

30

https://service‐manual.nhs.uk/ Sept 2020

12

Digital Equity
Bridging the Digital Divide











Put people at the heart of everything you do
Design for the outcome
Be inclusive
Design for context
Design for trust
Test your assumptions
Make, learn, iterate
Do the hard work to make it simple
Make things open31. It makes things better

Application designers and providers could also redesign digital tools to take advantage of the lowest
possible bandwidth. This would give everyone, even with low bandwidth and older technology, the
ability to participate.

Call to Action
Short/Medium Term
We call on the Government of Ontario to build, and where they already exist strengthen, community
assets and collaboration across the health and social services sectors.
We call on the Government of Ontario to develop strategies to build the confidence of healthcare
providers in digital and virtual tools.
We call on the member centres of the Alliance of Healthier Communities to build a network of digital
health champions that would help to train, support and establish best practices for providers, staff and
clients.
We call on local governments, in partnership with public libraries and other community organizations, to
provide digital education and support for those most in need. We further call on the Government of
Ontario to support these efforts with stable funding and appropriate legislation.
We call on the Government of Ontario to embed digital inclusion in all healthcare and wellbeing
strategies.

31

This implies a Data Commons and a government commitment to be as open and transparent with the public
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Conclusion
Digital inclusion means taking concrete actions to advance digital equity by keeping everyone connected
through the Internet and digital technology and services. The digital divide is real and growing, and it will
take stakeholders along with all three levels of government to support a multi‐faceted approach to close
the digital gap.
Since mid‐March, when the emergency pandemic order was put in place, one of our members, Unison
Health and Community Services, transitioned to providing individual check in phone calls with seniors.
Unison’s staff conducted weekly check in phone calls with 100 seniors. Here is a quote from one of the
program participants:

The federal government plays a
strategic role in recognizing the
need for all citizens to have
reliable access to the Internet.
This is increasingly necessary for
everyday activities such as
accessing health care,
education, and government
services; purchasing food and
other necessities; and
connecting with one’s family and
community.

QUOTE from Senior – Unison Health and Community Services
“These have been tough times for me, living alone, not
being able to go on with my routine. I have been inside for
weeks; staying home, not attending the seniors program,
not being able to shop for myself. I had good days and bad
days, especially medication effects my mood and I get
depressed and lost sometimes.
I wait for your call and when you call, your voice always
brings some sunshine into my day; checking on me makes
me happy, it shows that I am not alone. There aren’t
enough words to truly explain all I have within my heart for
you.

The provincial government can
support the federal position by
leveraging cost‐effective ways to
close the gap. This includes access to reduced priced Internet service for low income individuals/families
and low cost options for hardware such as cell phones or tablets.
Local governments can support communities by looking for unique and creative ways to provide access
to the Internet, re‐use existing technology and training individuals on how to participate in the digital
world.

The COVID‐19 pandemic has highlighted two important realities:
Digital equity is very closely linked to health equity. Virtual visits, triage, appointment booking and
social inclusion programming all require robust digital bandwidth, access to capable devices and a level
of comfort with their use. Advancing health equity cannot happen without a strong commitment to
addressing digital equity and its impact on the health and wellbeing for the people in Ontario who are
most vulnerable to poor outcomes.
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A Collective Impact approach. Collective impact is a form of collaboration which brings together diverse
stakeholders to solve large complex problems. Digital equity requires a collective impact approach
involving all levels of government, for‐profit and not‐for‐profit organizations.
We must act now. The effects of the pandemic on people who experience poverty, marginalization, and
lack of access to basic needs has underscored the urgent need to advocate for digital equity and make it
a reality.

To get involved on our Collective Impact approach to realizing Digital Equity, please contact
ims@allianceon.org.
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