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E X E C U T I V E  S U M M A R Y

Canada’s digital divide has often been narrowly defined as the gap that exists 
between urban and rural broadband internet availability — Canadian urban 
centres have significantly greater internet subscription levels at faster speeds 
than rural communities.1 The cost of building new internet infrastructure in less 
developed areas continues to impede equitable access to sufficient internet 
services. 

However, a simple urban-rural characterization misses much of the complexities 
and nuances that shape Canada’s digital reality. Disparities in internet adoption 
and speed are also significantly correlated with socio-economic inequalities 
and demographic factors such as income, age, education, race, Indigeneity and 
ability.2, 3, 4, 5 

The mere availability of internet infrastructure does not mean that everyone can 
and does subscribe; approximately 8% of households in Canada do not have 
a home internet subscription.6 Moreover, among those with home internet, 
not all have services at sufficient speeds. One in eight (13%) households in 
Canada live where internet service is unavailable at the CRTC’s national target 
of 50 megabits per second (Mbps) for downloads, 10 Mbps for uploads and 
unlimited data use.7 Even when services are available at the target speed, 38% 
of households are not subscribed to home internet at speeds greater than 50 
Mbps, with rates even lower in Indigenous communities.8

Our new Overcoming Digital Divides workshop series aims to engage people 
living in Canada, industry, academia and policymakers to advance a deeper, 
more nuanced understanding of the conditions that shape digital inequities 
in Canada. Through expert panel discussions and thoughtful participatory 
dialogue, the series aims to generate and drive toward innovative policy 
solutions to greater digital inclusion across Canada. The series will be 
presented in six parts, each tackling a specific theme with unique concerns. 
The series will also build on intersectional connections across themes while 
identifying new issues and impacted communities. 
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KEY CONTEXT ON EACH THEME 
INCLUDES:

1. Indigenous, Rural and Remote Communities: 

• More than half (54%) of rural communities 
in Canada do not have access to internet 
infrastructure that supports the national 50/10 
Mbps unlimited data target.9 

• Access to a 50/10 Mbps unlimited internet 
service is even lower in northern and 
Indigenous communities, including only 35% 
of First Nations reserves. Less than one-third 
of major roads and highways in Canada’s 
territories have LTE mobile broadband coverage, 
and 0% of households in the territories have 
access to the 50/10 Mbps unlimited data 
target.10 

2. Low-Income Communities: 

• As of 2017, only 69% of low-income households 
in Canada had an internet service at home, 
compared to 98.5% of higher-income 
households.11 

• Low-income households spend more than 
twice as much of their income (5.4%) on 
internet and mobile phone services, compared 
to 2.1% for all households.12 More than half 
of low- and moderate-income families in 
one survey said they take money out of their 
budget, including from food and recreation, to 
afford home internet services.13 

3. Older Adults and Digital Literacy: 

• 74% of those aged 65 and older subscribe to 
home internet services, compared to 92% of 
those aged 50 to 64 and more than 97% of 
those under the age of 50.14 

• Older adults in Canada are less likely to report 
that technology improves their lives or helps 
them communicate, make decisions and save 
time.15 One-fifth of those aged 60 and older do 
not own a smartphone, compared to just 5% of 
those under 60.16

4. People with Disabilities and Accessibility: 

• In 2018, about 20% of people with disabilities 
in Canada did not use the internet, compared 
to 10% overall.17 

• In a global assessment of website accessibility, 
Canada ranked behind the United States, 
United Kingdom and Japan.18

5. Public Internet Access: 

• Many people in Canada use public internet 
access at businesses (41%), schools (16%) and 
libraries (11%).19 

• 56% of Ontarians who would not have 
otherwise had access to technology relied on a 
public library to access technology, with rates 
higher (up to 68%) for older and low-income 
residents.20

6. Youth and Digital Skills:  

• While 94% of 15-year-old students across 
Canada have access to a home computer to use 
for school, rates are lower (88%) for schools in 
lower-income areas.21 

• More than 20% of 15-year-old students report 
not having been taught critical digital literacy 
and well-being skills.22 

This series will aim to capture innovative policy 
solutions, engage public discourse, and raise 
awareness about the common urgency to expand 
internet access and digital services. We hope that 
by bringing to the forefront the intersectional 
nature of Canada’s digital divide, we can help 
amplify the disparate, but often ignored voices of 
underserved groups. Moreover, directly engaging 
people in Canada will provide policymakers and 
advocates with first-hand access to Canadians’ 
digital experience. Bridging the gap between 
people living in Canada and decision-makers will 
be invaluable to producing digital inclusion policies 
that are informed by evidence and lived experience.
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I N T R O D U C T I O N  A N D 
I N T E N T  O F  S E R I E S

Although internet access has been declared 
a catalyst for the enjoyment of human rights 
by the United Nations and a “basic service” 
by the Canadian Radio-television and 
Telecommunications Commission (CRTC), a 
significant number of people in Canada continue 
to face difficulty subscribing to internet services 
at sufficient speeds. The digital divide in Canada 
is an issue widely discussed and often narrowly 
described as an urban-rural divide. Nearly all 
people in Canada (99%) live where there is the 
infrastructure to connect to basic internet services, 
but disparities in home internet subscriptions 
and speeds continue to persist across many 
underserved communities.23 

Despite some recent progress, only 46% of rural 
households find internet services available at the 
CRTC’s target of 50/10 Mbps speed and unlimited 
data, compared to 87% overall.24 A download speed 
of 50 Mbps enables multiple users to comfortably 
stream high-definition video, use cloud-based 
applications and download larger files, such 
as a music album or mobile application of 30 
megabytes, in under 5 seconds. 

However, high overall internet access rates in 
Canadian urban and suburban areas can hide other 
underlying factors that contribute to Canada’s 
digital divide. Identifying who is excluded from 
digital connectivity and why, including whether 
those with internet access subscribe to services 
that are sufficiently fast and affordable, is the first 
step to unraveling the socio-economic inequalities 
that fuel and sustain digital gaps within and across 
Canadian provinces and territories. 

Evidence continues to mount that the groups 
impacted and disadvantaged most by Canada’s 
digital divides include Indigenous peoples, people 
with lower incomes, older adults, people with 
disabilities, and rural and remote Canadians.25 

For individuals facing more than one barrier, 
impediments to sufficient internet access can be 
even more challenging. 

 46% 
of rural households in 
Canada have access to 
50/10 Mbps internet with 
unlimited data, compared 
to 87% overall

This series intends to highlight digital divides 
across Canada, in hopes that by recognizing 
the interrelated issues of internet access, 
adoption and quality, a clearer path toward 
meaningful digital inclusion and equity can 
better shape our technology governance and 
digital policies.
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WHAT IS THE DIGITAL DIVIDE?

For the purposes of this series, we define the 
digital divide as the gap that exists between those 
who do and do not have access to digital services. 
Several interrelated factors impact this access, 
including:  

• availability and speed of internet infrastructure; 

• affordability of home internet service; 

• demand for internet connection within a 
household;  

• access to and affordability of the devices and 
software needed to connect to the internet 
service; 

• digital literacy to enable meaningful use of the 
devices, software and services; and 

• online safety and security required to use the 
services with confidence.

     

TRUST AND SECURITY

Trusting digital service providers and 
feeling safe while using the internet 
are important. A 2019 survey found 
that 58% of adults in Canada say 
transparency around how their 
information is used is the most 
important determinant of their trust 
for digital providers. 

Although 88% of residents say the 
safety of their identity is their most 
important concern, 77% say they 
are unaware of how to protect 
their sensitive information online.26 
Perceptions of internet security and 
feelings of trust rely on advanced 
digital literacy skills, including 
understanding how programs work 
and how information can be protected. 
Therefore, those without access to 
digital skills programs or enough 
knowledge about how to stay digitally 
protected could feel disproportionately 
more vulnerable online.27 

Understanding which populations face 
difficulties and where our systems 
are failing to provide digital inclusion, 
including all its various dimensions, 
is critical to making immediate 
progress on closing Canada’s digital 
divides and its adverse effects on our 
communities.  
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DIGITAL DIVIDE DURING A 
PANDEMIC

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to the 
forefront why internet access is essential to basic 
economic and social participation for the majority 
of people in Canada in 2020 and beyond. Those 
without quality home internet during the pandemic 
can be excluded from significant economic 
opportunities, including online job searching 
and remote employment, which enable working 
safely from their homes. The need for internet 
and personal devices that enable access, including 
computers, smartphones or tablets, has widely 
expanded as work, education, healthcare services 
and social interactions have shifted to remote or 
virtual setups.

In January 2021, Statistics Canada estimated 
approximately 5.4 million Canadians, or 27% 
of those employed, were working from home, 
surpassing the previous high of 5.1 million in 
the first wave of April 2020.28 Throughout the 
pandemic, nearly all K-12 and post-secondary 
learning in Canada has been operating remote-
only or in hybrid models.29 With the possibility that 
remote work and learning may play a larger role 
going forward and even past the pandemic, digital 
inclusion has become increasingly imperative — a 
necessity that a large number of working families 
cannot afford to forgo. 

Not only is home internet vital to economic 
outcomes, but it also increases access to essential 
healthcare, banking, news and government services 
that have shifted to online-first provision, including 
booking a COVID-19 test or applying for emergency 
income support programs.30 In fact, one U.S. study 
of mobile devices found that unequal access to 
high-speed internet significantly impacts the 
ability of people to stay at home, and drove much 
of the observed income correlation with stay-at-
home compliance.31 Because internet access is 
not equitably distributed in Canada, older adults, 
individuals with disabilities and lower-income 
individuals face an additional risk of social isolation 
and loneliness during the pandemic.

Indigenous communities have also faced significant 
challenges due to the pandemic. Many First 
Nations have closed their borders to visitors, 
allowing only essential workers and pandemic 
relief.32 Many Indigenous leaders are concerned 
that their communities face greater risks from the 
pandemic.33 As of February 2021, there were nearly 
20,000 confirmed COVID-19 cases in First Nation 
reserves, approximately 40% higher than the rate 
in the overall population.34 Inadequate housing, 
pre-existing health conditions and geographic 
isolation within Indigenous communities can 
also aggravate risks associated with COVID-19.35 
Indigenous communities’ access to digital services, 
reliable online communication networks and public 
health resources is especially urgent now following 
major closures and territory-wide shutdowns.36 

CANADA’S CHALLENGES: INTERNET 
INFRASTRUCTURE, SPECTRUM AND 
AFFORDABILITY

Infrastructure 
People in Canada without sufficient internet access 
generally live in rural and sparsely developed areas 
where private providers have found it not profitable 
enough to build adequate infrastructure. Weather 
conditions in remote areas, particularly in Canada’s 
North, can make it especially difficult to install and 
maintain sophisticated internet infrastructure.37 
As an example, one study found that the annual 
capital costs of mobile wireless service providers 
were 48% higher in Canada compared to a set 
of peer jurisdictions (Australia, France, Germany, 
Italy, Japan and UK).38 Piecemeal approaches to 
infrastructure developments for Indigenous and 
remote communities can also create information 
gaps and digital inequities between jurisdictions, 
making it more difficult for different communities 
to connect with one another.39 

Spectrum
The federal government is responsible for the 
allocation and licensing to service providers of 
the electromagnetic spectrum required to deliver 
broadband wireless services.40 Federal auctions 
distribute spectrum licences and ‘set-asides’— 
amounts of spectrum reserved for smaller and 
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regional service providers to promote competition 
among telecommunication companies in markets 
where enough spectrum is available.41 Canada 
auctioned 600 MHz of spectrum in 2019 and plans 
to auction an additional 200 MHz (with 50 MHz 
reserved for set-asides) in June 2021 to support 
the deployment of 5G technologies.42 The pace of 
spectrum release, the proportion subject to set-
aside, and wholesale rates charged to smaller 
providers for access to major service networks, 
all impact the overall price paid by consumers 
and are subject to considerable debate.43, 44 The 
same study found average spectrum prices in 
Canada were nearly four times higher than its peer 
jurisdictions.45

Affordability
Even areas where internet infrastructure and 
quality are sufficient, affordability concerns 
remain in urban and rural areas alike. According 
to the 2019 CRTC Annual Communications Pricing 
Survey, the average price of 50/10 Mbps unlimited 
internet in Canada is $69 per month. For those 
without a home internet subscription, 28% say 
the cost of service is the reason, impacting their 
ability to access critical services and information, 
including banking, healthcare and education.46 
Affordability issues also extend to the cost of 
devices required to connect to the internet; 19% of 
households without home internet cannot afford 
the equipment needed to connect.47 
     

WHAT IS BROADBAND?

Broadband generally refers to high-
speed internet access that is always 
available and faster than traditional 
dial-up access through a telephone 
connection. The CRTC has defined 
broadband as internet access of at 
least 1.5 megabits per second. There 
are two ways to connect to broadband 
internet: either a fixed line connected 
to your home or business, or through 
a mobile connection.

Fixed line broadband is usually 
what people think of when hearing 
‘broadband’, which is an internet 
connection delivered through fibre 
optic cable, television cable or 
dedicated phone line. This connects to 
a router, which is used to connect all 
the user ’s devices wirelessly through 
Wi-Fi or directly via an Ethernet cable.

Mobile broadband, on the other hand, 
works by connecting wirelessly to a 
mobile network with a SIM card. Long-
Term Evolution (LTE) is the standard 
for wireless data transmission that 
enables internet connection through a 
mobile device. Users can also connect 
to mobile broadband through, for 
example, an internet stick or portable 
Wi-Fi hotspot, or a SIM card in a tablet 
or laptop.

of those without home 
internet access say the cost 
of service is the reason

28%
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CURRENT STEPS TO CLOSE THE 
DIVIDE

To close Canada’s digital divides, several public and 
private initiatives have been introduced in recent 
years to expand access and adoption of internet 
services for some groups at a digital disadvantage. 

Public Initiatives
The federal government launched the Connecting 
Families program in 2017, an initiative that provides 
subsidized $10/month home internet of at least 10 
Mbps download speed to low-income families with 
children eligible for the maximum Canada Child 
Benefit.48 

The federal government invested more than 
$800 million between 2014 and 2019 in the 
Connecting Canadians and Connect to Innovate 
programs to support infrastructure projects in 
underserved communities.49,50 In November 
2020, the Government of Canada announced its 
Universal Broadband Fund, promising $1.75 billion 
in additional infrastructure investment over seven 
years to advance 50/10 Mbps internet to 98% of 
Canadians by 2026 and achieve 100% connectivity 
by 2030, with emphasis on rural, remote and 
Indigenous communities.51 

Provincial governments across Canada have also 
announced more than $1.7 billion in combined 
investment to expand internet availability since 
2018. The provincial governments in Ontario 
($1 billion)52, Québec ($400 million),53 Nova 
Scotia ($193 million),54 British Columbia ($100 
million),55 New Brunswick ($10 million),56 Yukon 
($5 million),57 PEI ($3 million)58 and Newfoundland 
and Labrador ($2 million)59 have each announced 
new investment plans, often with an emphasis on 
underserved households not covered by federal 
investments or to complement private sector 
investments. To further address Indigenous-
specific gaps, various policy advocacy groups, 
including the First Mile Connectivity Consortium, 
have successfully advanced significant federal 
and provincial infrastructure projects in remote 
Indigenous areas.60

Many Canadian municipalities also provide free 
Wi-Fi hotspots to residents in need through 
public libraries or shelters. School boards across 
Canada have also provided students in need with 
internet-enabled devices and internet hot-spots 
during school closures resulting from the COVID-19 
pandemic.61 

Corporate Initiatives
A number of private initiatives have also taken 
steps to close Canada’s digital divides. TELUS’s 
Internet and Mobility for Good programs provide 
$10/month internet to 85,000 households that 
are receiving disability benefits, are low-income 
seniors, are youth aging out of the child welfare 
system, or are students in need in Alberta and 
British Columbia.62 Rogers also introduced the 
Connected for Success program, providing $10/
month internet to 25,000 households in low-
income community housing across Canada.63

The federal government announced an $85-million 
investment in Canadian satellite company Telesat 
to develop, test and secure new low-Earth orbit 
satellites (LEO) that could increase broadband 
capacity in rural and remote Canada.64 Canadian 
satellite initiatives are part of the accelerating 
‘space race’ — the promise of LEO satellites to 
expand internet to places not connected to fibre-
optic cables and provide faster data transfer 
rates is triggering a world-wide contest between 
technology companies, including SpaceX and 
Telesat, to establish functioning internet satellite 
constellations.65

There are also a wide variety of community and 
not-for-profit initiatives to help close the digital 
divide. For example, Connected North works with 
more than 100 schools in remote communities 
in Canada’s North to provide broadband video 
connections linking them to resources and 
educators in the south.66 Despite recent progress 
in expanding internet availability, significant gaps 
remain. This participatory workshop series will 
convene people living in Canada, policymakers, 
industry, researchers and civic institutions to 
accelerate regulatory, policy and programmatic 
solutions needed to overcome Canada’s persistent 
digital divides. 
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PA R T  1 :  
I N D I G E N O U S , 
R U R A L  A N D  R E M O T E 
C O M M U N I T I E S

The CRTC aims to have 90% of homes in Canada 
provided with the ability to subscribe to internet 
speeds of at least 50/10 Mbps by the end of 2021, 
and 95% of households by 2026.67 However, many 
people in rural and remote communities do not 
have access to an internet connection that meets 
these standards. Only 46% of rural households 
can subscribe to the target of 50/10 Mbps and 
unlimited data, up only slightly from 39% in 2016.68 
Access to download speeds at 50+ Mbps with data 
caps has been accelerating more quickly, increasing 
from 41% in 2016 to 65% in 2019.69 However, a 
recent study by Opensignal found that average 
internet speeds in rural households are still 
approximately two times slower than those of 
urban areas with populations of 100,000 or more.70 

The disparity in digital access is greater for 
Indigenous communities. In Canada’s northern 
territories, internet access rates are even lower 
than those of other rural communities.  

No households in the territories have access to 
the 50/10 Mbps unlimited data target.71 The fastest 
internet available in Nunavut is 15 Mbps.72

A significant proportion of Indigenous people 
report feeling digitally left behind, without full 
or adequate access to digital opportunities and 
services.73 Indigenous communities have also 
reported higher rates of digital isolation and 
exclusion, even among some adjacent to urban 
or peri-urban communities.74 Only 35% of 
households in First Nation reserves have access 
to 50/10 Mbps unlimited internet, and 13% do not 
even have access to 5 Mbps download speeds.75 
Internet service at the 50/10 Mbps target is still 
not accessible to any First Nations reserves in 
Newfoundland and Labrador, Yukon, Northwest 
Territories, and Nunavut, as well as 98% of reserves 
in Saskatchewan and Manitoba.76 

A number of underlying issues contribute 
to Canada’s shortcomings in rural, northern 
and Indigenous digital access. Many remote 
communities are located in some of the most 
challenging landscapes and terrains in Canada, 
making infrastructure investments costly and 
complex.77  
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For example, less than one-third of major roads 
and highways in Canada’s territories have LTE 
mobile broadband coverage — a much lower 
percentage than Canada’s LTE coverage in rural 
(97.4%) and urban (99.9%) communities.78

  
Without sufficient incentive among private 
providers to invest in internet infrastructure 
in rural and remote communities, Indigenous 
communities have had to strongly advocate 
for greater government funding, while in many 
instances also building and supporting their 
own infrastructure networks.79 Moreover, First 
Nations communities have cited barriers to 
building and independently owning their own 
digital infrastructure, including the federal 
government’s tendency to overlook Indigenous-
specific concerns and self-determination during 
infrastructure development negotiations.80 
Indigenous communities have also called for 
greater data sovereignty over information collected 
from internet infrastructure networks.81 The First 
Nation principles of Ownership-Control-Access-
Possession (OCAP) stipulates that “First Nations 
alone [should] have control over data collection 
processes in their communities, [including] owning 
and controlling how this information can be 
stored, interpreted, used, or shared.”82 

GUIDING 
QUEST IONS

Are recent public 
investments and policies 
sufficient to achieve digital 
inclusion of Indigenous, 
rural and remote 
communities?

What Indigenous-specific 
needs must be addressed to 
secure digital inclusion?
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PA R T  2 :  
L O W - I N C O M E 
C O M M U N I T I E S 

Low-income households in Canada persistently 
report lower internet access, quality and 
affordability. As of 2017, only 69% of households 
with an income of less than $32,914 had a 
computer and internet services at home, compared 
to 98.5% of households with incomes greater than 
$132,809.83 

Almost half of households with an annual income 
of $30,000 or less did not have high-speed 
internet in 2018.84 Particularly for low-income 
residents who extensively rely on mobile phones as 
their primary or only access point to the internet, 
important online activity such as job searching 
and resume building are significantly stifled by 
households’ inability to subscribe to high-speed 
internet.85  

Households in Canada spend an average of 
$101 per month on mobile services and $54 per 
month on internet services. Like most household 
expenditures, low-income households spend 
more than twice as much of their income (5.4%) 

on internet and mobile phone services, compared 
to 2.1% for all households.86 In Toronto, 34% of 
households indicated they are worried about 
paying their home internet and cellphone bills 
over the next few months, with rates increasing 
to 51% among low-income individuals87 and 51% 
among those who are unemployed.88 A 2020 
ACORN survey study of low- and moderate-income 
people89 found that 59% of respondents say they 
are forced to shift away money from essential 
needs, including food and recreation, to pay for 
internet, and 80% found home internet services 
difficult to afford.90 

Particularly given the recent pandemic, there is an 
all-time need for increased access to computer and 
tablet devices. A Statistics Canada study found that, 
among those without an internet subscription, 19% 
say the reason is the cost of equipment needed to 
connect.91 A May 2020 survey found that, among 
households with incomes under $50,000, 6% 
did not have a computer and 19% did not have 
a smartphone, compared to just 2% and 5% of 
households with incomes above $50,000.92
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The CRTC introduced requirements through the 
Wireless Code in 2013 to limit the length of wireless 
contracts to no more than two years to contribute 
to a more dynamic marketplace. As the prices of 
new smartphones have risen, there have been calls 
to extend the allowable amortization period and 
contract lengths to three years to reduce up-front 
prices for new devices.

There have been a number of private and public 
initiatives to help some low-income groups adopt 
internet services, including financial support funds, 
lending programs, and technology education and 
training programs. However, researchers in the 
United States noted that similar programs are 
under-utilized by people in socio-economically 
disadvantaged groups, due to lack of outreach, a 
fear of being stigmatized by service providers, and 
inadequate internet speeds.93 

GUIDING 
QUEST IONS

What steps must Canada 
take to increase the adoption 
of high-speed internet, 
regardless of income?

Given that the internet is an 
essential service, how can 
Canada ensure that internet 
service prices are affordable 
for low-income households?
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PA R T  3 :  
O L D E R  A D U LT S  A N D 
D I G I TA L  L I T E R AC Y 

A 2017 study found that 74% of those aged 65 and 
older have home internet services, compared to 
92% of those aged 50 to 64 and more than 97% of 
those under the age of 50.94 Lower adoption rates 
for older adults are also accompanied by lower 
speed: 48% of those aged 60 and older in Toronto 
report home download speeds below the 50 Mbps 
target, compared to 38% overall.95 Older people in 
Canada are also more likely to lack a device that 
can connect to the internet; still, 20% of those 
aged 60 and older do not own a smartphone, 
compared to 5% of those under 60.96 

However, the age gap in internet adoption is slowly 
decreasing. While internet use rates among older 
people are significantly lower than the national 
average, a Statistics Canada study conducted from 
2007 to 2016 found that internet use doubled 
from 32% to 68% among those aged 65 and 
older, decreasing the absolute gap in internet use 
between older Canadians and those aged 45 to 54 
from 49% to 28%.97 

Reasons for lower internet use among older 
adults vary. A Statistics Canada study says older 
adults may be less likely than younger people to 
be exposed to the internet from close personal 
acquaintances or social networks.98 A larger 
proportion of older adults also do not rely on 
consistent access to the internet for work or 
personal use.99 Moreover, older adults’ attitudes 
toward the internet significantly differ from youth. 
Older people in Canada are more likely to say that 
information and communications technologies do 
not help them communicate with others, make 
informed decisions or save time.100 More research 
on older adults’ attitudes toward technology after 
the pandemic has forced so many interactions into 
online formats will be critical.

A 2013 Statistics Canada study found that, on 
average, adults aged 16 to 65 possessed digital 
literacy and problem-solving skills higher than the 
OECD average.101 However, Canada’s scores were 
significantly polarized: younger people with higher 
education levels scored significantly better than 
the OECD average, while others (such as older 
adults and those with lower educational levels) 
scored much lower. This divergence in the results 
suggests that advantaged communities performed 
much better than international standards, while 
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underserved communities continue to report 
scores below the international average.102 In terms 
of digital literacy, people in Canada still experience 
a significant gap between technologically-
experienced communities and disadvantaged 
groups. A quarter of Canadians searching for digital 
literacy programs cited online security, followed by 
internet navigation skills and evaluating credible 
online sources, as their most needed priorities.103 

GUIDING 
QUEST IONS

What barriers do older 
adults face with online 
access and building digital 
literacy? How could they be 
addressed?

How could programs 
currently designed for 
younger audiences be 
inclusive of older adults in 
Canada?
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PA R T  4 :  
P E O P L E  W I T H 
D I S A B I L I T I E S  A N D 
AC C E S S I B I L I T Y 

With more than 6.2 million people in Canada 
over the age of 15 living with a disability, internet 
accessibility is a vital goal that affects high- 
and low-income, young and older individuals 
alike.104 Digital accessibility involves designing 
technology experiences that accommodate for 
and include individuals with disabilities due to, for 
example, impairments in sight, hearing, speech or 
neurological conditions. 

The 2012 Canadian Survey on Disability found 
that 2.1 million people aged 15 years or older were 
at risk of facing barriers in accessing information 
and communications technology.105 In 2018, about 
one-fifth of people with disabilities did not use 
the internet, compared to only 10% overall.106 
For example, some disabilities require access 
to specialized and expensive technology for full 
inclusion.

In 2019, a global software company conducted a 
study examining the degree to which websites in 
28 countries conform to the accessibility standards 
set out in the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(WCAG 2.1), an internationally recognized 
accessibility evaluation standard.107 Canada scored 
63/100, lagging somewhat behind the U.S., UK, 
Japan and other European countries.108 Web 
services in the healthcare and education sectors 
were ranked the most accessible in Canada, while 
the manufacturing and retail industries ranked the 
lowest.109  

The federal and provincial governments have taken 
steps to improve internet accessibility and adoption 
among people with disabilities. For example, 
Ontario now requires businesses with more than 
50 employees to ensure their websites conform 
to the WCAG 2.0 as of January 2021.110 The federal 
government also announced a five-year, $22 million 
Accessible Technology Program in 2017 to co-fund 
innovative projects that develop new assistive 
and adaptive digital devices and technologies for 
people with disabilities.111 Moreover, the Accessible 
Canada Act, enacted in July 2019, outlines the 
federal government’s commitment to make Canada 
barrier-free by 2040 for all people with disabilities 
in key priority areas, including technology 
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communication, and the delivery of programs and 
services.112 

Lastly, federal regulations require that retail 
service providers offer wireless mobile plans 
that sufficiently meet the needs of people with 
disabilities, including the accessible promotion of 
plans through storefronts, websites and customer 
service representatives.113 The CRTC launched a 
public proceeding in 2020 to assess how these 
requirements meet the needs of people with 
disabilities.114

GUIDING 
QUEST IONS

What further steps are 
needed to ensure digital 
inclusion for people with 
disabilities in Canada?

How can governments better 
enforce and advance digital 
accessibility?
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PA R T  5 :  
P U B L I C  I N T E R N E T 
AC C E S S 

Although internet infrastructure availability is near 
universal in many communities, barriers to internet 
adoption, including internet affordability, make a 
significant portion of people in Canada reliant on 
free public internet access at libraries, retail and 
community locations.115 A significant proportion of 
Canadians use public internet access at businesses 
(41%), schools (16%) and libraries (11%).116 In 2019, 
there were over 50,000 wi-fi hotspots throughout 
Canada providing free access for at least 30 
minutes, an increase of 10% since 2018.117

Privacy and security concerns around accessing 
public Wi-Fi continue to loom large. Public Wi-Fi 
connections that are not encrypted leave users’ 
personal information vulnerable to attack.118 
Moreover, privacy breaches through illegitimate 
hotspots, malware attacks, and the theft of 
username and password information by hackers, 
can make public internet access particularly 
vulnerable.119 A study conducted by the Office 
of the Privacy Commissioner of Canada in 2019 

collected data from 67 unique public wi-fi 
hotspots in Montreal and found that a significant 
amount of privacy-sensitive personal data was 
collected through the use of social login (such 
as Facebook and Google) and online registration 
forms.120 Moreover, some international initiatives 
to establish internet infrastructure for public Wi-Fi, 
such as the LinkNYC project, have faced criticism 
from privacy advocates and critics.121 

Municipalities across Canada have expanded public 
wi-fi services to more government buildings, 
town centres, recreational facilities and public 
libraries. Some Canadian cities have sought 
partnerships with telecommunication companies 
and non-profit organizations to improve public 
connectivity to free wi-fi services by revamping 
under-utilized, publicly-owned fibre networks.122 
One study found that an overwhelming 92% of 
technology and economic development directors 
from 13 Ontario municipalities say municipal Wi-
Fi is a valuable community asset.123 Vancouver 
expanded the number of free Wi-Fi hotspots from 
80 to about 753 in 2019, positioning the city ’s 
free public Wi-Fi network as one of the largest 
in North America.124 The City of Toronto’s new 
ConnectTO initiative proposes to leverage city 
resources and infrastructure assets to establish a 
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municipally-owned internet broadband network 
that will increase connectivity in underserved 
communities.125

A 2018 study found that 56% of Ontarians who 
would not have otherwise had access to technology 
relied on a public library to access technology, 
with rates higher (up to 68%) for older and low-
income residents.126 Access to the internet through 
public libraries also helps introduce marginalized 
communities to new, otherwise inaccessible, 
technologies.127 Approximately 44% of library users 
report being introduced to new technology, and 
an impressive 92% of them continued to use this 
technology consistently in the long term, especially 
older adults.128 Moreover, 84% of library users 
reported increased digital comfort after using one 
or more services, with a higher 91% rate among 
visible minority users.129 

More than half of Toronto internet users who used 
a temporarily loaned hotspot had a household 
income of less than $20,000, and about 67% said 
the library was their only source of internet.130 
Despite the budding potential within public 
libraries to bridge Canada’s digital divide, home 
internet access continues to provide a richer and 
more secure online experience than accessing the 
internet in a public space.131

Public access to the internet also fosters greater 
civic, social and community engagement; 68% 
of library guests use public technology to learn 
about current news, and 34% to access online 
government resources.132 Rates of civic engagement 
from access to public internet were even higher 
among older, low-income residents and visible 
minorities.133 The potential for public libraries to 
provide a useful standard for digital inclusion is 
promising, particularly if supported by conscious 
institutional policies to expand public library access 
to those who need it most. 

GUIDING 
QUEST IONS

How should Canada 
expand access and improve 
the experience of public 
internet?

Which particular groups are 
most likely to benefit from 
public internet access and 
how can this be improved?
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PA R T  6 :  
YO U T H  A N D  D I G I TA L 
S K I L L S 

Although younger people in Canada have relatively 
greater internet adoption, a small proportion (1%) 
of households with children still did not have 
home internet in 2018, with rates higher (4.2%) 
for households in the bottom income quartile 
compared to those in the top income quartile 
(0.2%).134 Nevertheless, 94% of 15-year-old 
students across Canada reported having access 
to a computer at home to use for school, higher 
than the OECD average of 89%. This proportion 
is consistent across Canadian provinces, with the 
exception of New Brunswick and Manitoba, where 
it was 88%.135 

Student access to home computers and internet 
connectivity for schoolwork is also correlated 
with income:76% of low-income households with 
children under the age of 18 report accessing a 
home computer in 2018, sixteen percentage points 
less than high-income households.136 A Statistics 
Canada report assessing the online preparedness 
of children during the pandemic found that 63% of 
households in the lowest income quartile had less 

than one internet-connected device per household 
member, compared to 56% of those in the 
highest quartile.137 Moreover, nearly one-quarter 
of households in the lowest income quartile 
reported using only mobile devices for accessing 
the internet, three times higher than those in the 
highest income quartile.138 

Mere access to home technology is important, 
particularly after the proliferation of home 
e-learning due to the current pandemic; and 
understanding how to use these devices is equally 
vital. During the pandemic and the establishment 
of virtual learning, school boards, libraries and 
private providers across Canada loaned devices 
equipped with free wireless data plans.139Absent 
intervention programs prompted by the pandemic, 
digital experience among students and young 
people in Canada has not been equitable. In 2016, a 
significant 20% of Grade 4 students reported never 
or almost never using a computer or a tablet at 
home for school work.140 

Moreover, more than 20% of 15-year-old students 
in Canada report not having been taught various 
digital literacy and well-being skills, such as 
how to detect phishing or spam emails, use 
keywords when using a search engine and how to 
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evaluate trustworthiness of online information.141 
Without the right digital skills, and with increased 
access to online spaces for school and personal 
entertainment, children can be more vulnerable 
to cyber attacks or bullying.142 One study found 
that 84% of parents worldwide are worried about 
their children’s online safety.143 Canada’s primary 
privacy legal framework, the Personal Information 
Protection and Electronic Documents Act (PIPEDA), 
does not stipulate any child-specific requirements 
when it comes to protecting younger Canadians’ 
privacy online.144

Inadequate digital access hinders some people’s 
ability to establish lifelong digital skills at an early 
age, possibly reducing digital literacy disparities 
among age groups in the long term. Digital skills 
have also become increasingly more critical as 
production and work methods have become 
progressively more digitized.145 Without access to 
sufficient digital skills development, students and 
young adults in underserved communities may 
become severely disadvantaged as future workers.

GUIDING 
QUEST IONS

How can Canada improve 
the equitable availability 
of digital learning among 
youth coming out of the 
pandemic?

How can digital spaces 
better aid youth learning 
and development? What 
digital skills are necessary 
to maximize benefit from 
e-learning opportunities?
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C O N C L U S I O N

Although overall access to internet infrastructure in Canada is relatively high, 
significant gaps continue to impede the adoption of essential essential online 
services for many people in Canada. Exploring Canada’s digital divides is more 
pertinent now than ever before in light of the new restrictions and economic 
challenges imposed by the COVID-19 pandemic. Access to the internet at home 
has become an imperative necessity for all those living in Canada, particularly 
those facing remote employment or needing to access critical healthcare online. 

This workshop series will explore existing gaps in Canadians’ access to and 
adoption of home internet and digital services. We will seek to understand how 
and why a significant portion of people in Canada are still not subscribed to 
adequate internet services. Through participatory and cross-sectoral dialogue, 
we will examine the ways in which low-income households, older adults and 
individuals with disabilities, as well as rural and Indigenous communities, are 
disproportionately less likely to have home internet at sufficient speeds and 
reliability. The series will also explore opportunities to expand public internet 
access and improve digital skills among youth.

Exposing gaps in access to digital services is the first step to ensuring everyone 
in Canada is digitally included. We hope that discussing the systematic, 
persistent gaps in access and affordability will help inform new programmatic 
responses, enhance evidence-based digital governance policies, and better 
direct investments to close Canada’s digital divides.
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