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This brief examines the widening inequality of educational 
opportunities by integrating survey responses regarding 
technology and internet access during the pandemic.

Introduction
In May and June 2020, and in collaboration with the Bowen Center for Public Affairs, 

the Indiana Communities Institute (ICI), Advancing Indiana’s Municipalities (AIM), and 
the Association of Indiana Counties (AIC), the researchers conducted a survey of municipal 
leaders regarding the impact of and community response to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
We received responses from 209 public officials in 48 counties. These officials represent 
3.4 million Hoosiers. This policy brief is a review of those responses which directly linked 
technology and internet access to compliance with COVID-19 directives. It is one of many 
planned releases surrounding the effect of COVID-19 on public services. 

By integrating survey responses regarding technology and internet access with existing 
research on the role of broadband in educational opportunities and widening inequality 
in the state, we argue that ignoring the looming technology gap crisis in Indiana hurts the 
economic and human development prospects of the entire state. All Hoosiers, regardless 
of location or socioeconomic class, have a vested interested in closing this technology gap.View this report online: 

https://projects.cberdata.org
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Survey Results
In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, Governor Holcomb 

declared a public health emergency in the state on March 6, 2020 
(Executive Order 20-02),1 which was followed quickly by a number 
of additional executive orders that outlined significant changes 
to the everyday lives of Hoosiers. Executive Order 20-08, signed 
March 23, 2020, required all residents to shelter in place unless 
traveling for or participating in essential functions. Signed the same 
day, Executive Order 20-09 restricted “access to all state govern-
ment buildings, offices, and facilities by anyone except those “need-
ing to conduct services essential to public health and safety and 
which cannot otherwise by conduced electronically, telephonically 
and/or delayed …” (pg. 1). The second clause of the executive order 
required all state personnel to work remotely “unless the employee’s 
physical presence is required to perform an essential function” (pg. 
2). In response to these mandates from the Governor, we included 
several questions regarding potential challenges that municipali-
ties encountered when implementing Executive Orders 20-08 and 
20-09. Question 9 of the survey, for example, asked respondents if 
they or their employees encountered “any obstacles that prevented 
the effective completion of duties while working from home?” 
Nearly 40 percent of the respondents who answered the ques-
tion did so in the affirmative; respondents who answered “yes” to 
Question 9 were asked to describe the obstacles they encountered 
(Question 10). 

Respondents who indicated that they did encounter difficulties 
with working from home came from 47 municipal governments 

and represent 907,000 Hoosiers. The average size of the county, 
city, or town of these respondents was roughly 31,100.

Of those who responded to Question 9, nearly equal shares 
reported problems with broadband or internet access and the avail-
ability of equipment to work from home; as much as a quarter of 
respondents reported two or more challenges, as shown in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Barriers to Working From Home
Source: Survey May-June 2020
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1. The text of all Executive Orders can be found at https://www.in.gov/gov/2384.htm.

Nearly equal shares 
reported problems with 
broadband or internet 
access and the availability 
of equipment to work from 
home; as much as a quarter 
of respondents reported 
two or more challenges.



© Ball State University Research Centers: Bowen, CBER, & ICI  |  3  |  CBER Project Library projects.cberdata.org

The largest single barrier to working from home was diffi-
culty in accessing software, with 47 percent of the respondents 
reporting this as a challenge. Challenges with equipment and 
internet access from home were both reported by 45 percent 
of respondents. Tables 1 through 3 provide the qualitative 
responses given to Question 10, “please describe these obsta-
cles that prevented effective working from home.” The tables 
also show our coding of those responses as describing a barrier 
due to lack of sufficient access to the Internet, equipment, or 
software. Table 1 only includes those responses that identify 
access to the Internet as a barrier.

Table 2 show responses that identify equipment as a 
contributing factor in not permitting working from home and 
that were not already covered in Table 1. From this table we 
see that access to laptops and cameras for employees were key 
equipment problems. Likewise, printer access was viewed as 
a problem, and one respondent observed that incompatibility 
for more than email was a challenge. We interpret that to 
mean both equipment (cameras) and perhaps connectivity to 
VPN networks.  

Table 3 reports those responses that list software access, not 
otherwise reported in Tables 1 or 2, as a barrier. Each of these 
responses lists either secure access (VPN) or interoperability of 
remote computers with office software as a problem.  

Respondents’ answers (slightly edited for 
punctuation and grammar only) Equipment Software 

Not set up to work remotely and do not have 
a Virtual Private Network nor enough laptops 
& portable printers

x x

Secure server access x x

Some didn’t have PC camera for 
teleconferencing x

Not well prepared for virtual meetings and 
working off-site x

Law enforcement, firefighting, EMS can’t work 
from home and outdated computers and 
network

x

Computer equipment was not provided and I 
did not have access to needed files. x

Not enough laptops for Clerk’s office and no 
printers for the laptops. x

Not having the equipment designed to allow 
connectivity from home to include cameras, 
etc. for Zoom, Skype or other type abilities to 
interact with other employees

x

Our systems are not compatible for anything 
other than email. x

I only had 2 laptops which would allow us to 
work remotely. We could not dial in from our 
home computers.

x

Table 2. Responses Identifying Access to 
Equipment as a Barrier
Source: Survey May-June 2020
Note: Those reported in Table 1 omitted

Respondents’ answers (slightly edited for punctuation and grammar only) Internet Equipment Software 

Technology hurdles in terms of hardware availability and connectivity. x x x

Technology, connection, equipment, technology training, adaptability x x x

Internet connections, adding VPN licenses, access to laptops x x x

Internet connection, some needed WIFI; internet speed, slow; equipment needs x x x

There was a lack of: laptops, internet connectivity in some parts of the county, VPN software licenses. x x x

Staff did not have access to internet at home. Staff did not have equipment to work from home. x x

Lack of internet at the home. Did not have home computer. Work not mobile. x x

Less productivity, harder communication, no access to paper files, some had bad internet access, had to buy 
$20,000 of laptops. x x

Lack of laptops and logging into systems from home. x x

Connectivity issues, not all equipment was accessible from home, could not access all files, etc. x x

Technology, internet connections x x

Slow connectivity to computer - printing capabilities but sometimes limited. x x

Slower upload speeds for internet service versus being in the office; worse cell service for staff in rural areas. x

Internet access x

Remote connectivity x

Slow bandwidth, lack of rural high-speed internet.  x

Access to the information on our server, availability of laptops, security concerns x

Internet accessibility or reliability (speed) x

Lack of rural broadband in all of our county x

Internet connectivity x

Table 1. Responses Identifying Access to the Internet as a Barrier
Source: Survey May-June 2020
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Discussion and Summary
These results point to a significant challenge to Indiana local 

governments in implementing work-from-home restrictions. The 
challenges are broad, including absence of broadband, too little 
equipment to support remote work, and difficulty in accessing 
networks and software. These challenges are not altogether differ-
ent from those being experienced in educational settings across 
the state.

Earlier this year, Devaraj, et al. (2020) reported that roughly 
6.5 percent of school aged children in Indiana lacked any internet 
access, and that this complete lack of access was clustered among 

our most vulnerable students.2 When considering a lack of quality 
Internet, or broadband, such as that needed for most interactive 
classroom instruction, a third or more of Indiana students cannot 
effectively participate in remote instruction. Devaraj, et al. (2020) 
concluded that these realities would imperil educational progress 
for a substantial share of children in the state. 

Consider these findings within the context of an earlier report 
(Devaraj, et al., 2017), inequalities in broadband connectiv-
ity, most obvious across urban and rural areas but also between 
regions, appears to accentuate, rather than mitigate inequality.3 

This research adds a broadband component to typical measures 
of human development and finds that “places where existing 
economic and social conditions lag across the domains of income, 
health, and educational attainment” are also places with the least 
access to broadband technology (pg. 1). In fact, counties that 
score low on the Human Development Index employed in this 
research appear worse off when technology is introduced, mean-
ing that the lack of broadband technology functionally increases 
inequality across the state.

Taken together, these three reports paint a grim picture for the 
future of some Indiana counties, communities, and households 
in the wake of this global pandemic and the ensuing economic 
shock. If action is not taken to ensure reliable, quality access to 
the internet, Indiana will likely see inequality increase in both 
the short and long run. Immediately, the ongoing challenge 
to the delivery of quality and equitable public services due to 
limited access to critical technology puts some communities at a 
significant disadvantage and increases the possibility of COVID-
19 spread when municipal workers must work in the office. 
Elsewhere in our survey, for example, local government officials 
reported moderate to large reductions in the quality of several 
public services, including issuing building and other permits 
and collecting payments from the public, all of which could 
potentially be conducted online with adequate technology (Taylor 
and Faulk 2020).4 In the long run, limited access to critical 
technology, particularly broadband, will have a lasting impact on 
the educational attainment and outcomes for vulnerable students 
around the state. Ultimately, these are concerns of the entire state, 
not isolated communities or counties, because they are central, 
not tangential, to Indiana’s broader issues of economic and 
workforce development, quality of life, and inequality. 

Respondents’ answers (slightly edited for punctuation 
and grammar only) Software 

Inability to access data and resources necessary to perform 
duties. x

The City wasn’t set up for great remote access.  x

Having access to Keystone and other office programs x

Our accounting software is nearly impossible to use 
remotely. We had to implement online permitting to make 
sure things kept running. Our utility clerks have to come in 
at least 1 day a week to process payments.

x

Secure server access x

Proprietary software for accounting systems. Secure VPN’s. 
Many positions do not equate to being able to work from 
home. 

x

Computer system was not easily accessed. x

Licensing for server access x

Working remotely, everything I print goes to - plus printing 
checks needs - to happen in my office. I’m doing way more 
work - as a 1-person office - than when I’m at Town Hall all 
day. 

x

Ability to access information at the office x

Being connected to the County’s computers. x

Posting tax payments x

Computer programs not set up properly on devices. Lost 
documents produced. x

Remote system did not allow for printing at home even 
though the system could be activated. Could not access files 
not in computer.

x

Not enough lap top computers, passing ordinance for 
employees to work from home or stay at home x

Table 3. Responses Identifying Software Access as 
a Barrier
Source: Survey May-June 2020
Note: Repsonses covered in Table 1 or 2 omitted.

2. Devaraj, Srikant, Dagney Faulk, Michael Hicks and Yuye Zhang (2020) How Many School-Age Children Lack Internet Access in Indiana? Center for Business and 
Economic Research, Ball State University. 

3.  Devaraj, Srikant, Sushil Sharma, Emily Wornell and Michael Hicks (2017) Assessing Indiana’s E-Readiness in the Development of the Digital Society: An Exploratory 
Study, Center for Business and Economic Research, Ball State University.

4. Taylor, Charles and Dagney Faulk (2020) COVID-19 Response: Community Resiliency in the Hoosier State

Fiscal Impacts. Center for Business and Economic Research, Ball State University.



© Ball State University Research Centers: Bowen, CBER, & ICI  |  5  |  CBER Project Library projects.cberdata.org

BALL STATE UNIVERSITY

Bowen Center for Public Affairs | 765-285-8982 | BowenCenter@bsu.edu | bsu.edu/BowenCenter | 
bowencenterforpublicaffairs.org

Center for Business and Economic Research | 765-285-5926 | cber@bsu.edu | bsu.edu/cber | cberdata.org

Indiana Communities Institute | 765-285-4912 | ici@bsu.edu | bsu.edu/ici

Credits
References
Devaraj, Srikant, Dagney Faulk, Michael 

Hicks and Yuye Zhang. “How Many 
School-Age Children Lack Internet 
Access in Indiana?” Center for Business 
and Economic Research, Ball State 
University, (2020). 

Devaraj, Srikant, Sushil Sharma, 
Emily Wornell and Michael Hicks. 
“Assessing Indiana’s E-Readiness in the 
Development of the Digital Society: An 
Exploratory Study.” Center for Business 
and Economic Research, Ball State 
University, (2017).

Taylor, Charles & Dagney Faulk. 
“COVID-19 Response: Community 
Resiliency in the Hoosier State
Fiscal Impacts.” Center for Business
and Economic Research, Ball State
University, (2020).

Photo Credits
Photos from Unsplash: Phillip Katzen-

berger (pg. 1), Unknown (pg. 2).

Production Credits
© Center for Business and Economic 

Research, Ball State University

Authors
Emily J. Wornell, PhD, research assistant 

professor, Indiana Communities 
Institute, Ball State University.

Michael J. Hicks, PhD, director, 
Center for Business and Economic 
Research; and George & Frances Ball 
distinguished professor of economics, 
Miller College of Business, Ball State 
University.

Designers
Maggie Getzin, undergraduate design 

assistant, Center for Business and 
Economic Research, Ball State 
University.

Victoria Meldrum, manager of 
publications and web services, Center 
for Business and Economic Research, 
Ball State University.

More Online
Visit https://projects.cberdata.org to browse 
our library of research and data projects.


