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"The social web" is slightly 
euphemistic







Ok, but "footprints"? "Gaps"?
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The social web is  
also  "bypassing" rural 

communities



On hand, this is somewhat expected, 
fewer people means fewer people 

with interest/able to contribute



Key aspect of these platforms: 
theoretically, anyone, anywhere, 

can contribute



Question becomes:  
If anyone, anywhere can contribute, 
how and why are rural areas 
underrepresented in these 
important information resources?
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Specifically: what kinds of places 
do current volunteer contributors 

focus their effort on?



Studied in OpenStreetMap 
Continental US 

Individual contributors



Two variables, over time: 
(3mo intervals) 

- "Focus" county: where contributors focus 
- % Rural: what portion of contributors' 
effort happens in rural counties? 



Categories of Volunteer Contributors

• Top 1% of contributors: produced 68% of the content 

• Middle 9% of contributors: produced 27% of the content 

• Bottom 90% of contributors: produced ~4% of the content





Focus County



Finding 1: People are consistent 
about the counties they 

contribute in



% Rural



Finding 2: People are 
consistent about the kinds of 

counties they contribute in as well 
(mostly not rural)



% Rural
• relative to: 

• county populations 

• # of rural/high-poverty counties 

• # of contributors focusing in 
rural/high-poverty areas



% Rural
• relative to: 

• county populations 

• # of rural/high-poverty counties 

• # of contributors focusing in 
rural/high-poverty areas

population # counties

rural 15% 63%



Contextualizing Findings 

• relative to: 

• county populations 

• # of rural/high-poverty counties 

• # of contributors focusing in 
rural/high-poverty areas

avg. pct_rural

county populations =
# of counties -

# focused contributors -

= proportional, - disproportionately low



Finding 3: In general, the rural 
contribution rates in this data 

are disproportionately low





Finding 4: The most prolific 
contributors oen focusing on 

"attractive" rural places, not 
average rural places



38



Urban 
Focused

Rural 
Focused

sig. 
difference

mean # of 
quarters

1.9 
quarters

1.65 
quarters

p < 0.01

People who focus in urban areas 
remain in the system longer 

Consistency + longevity suggest 
that urban areas receive more 

content, longer.



To summarize, people are 
consistent in the places and kinds 

of places they contribute



People who focus in urban 
places stick around longer



People who focus in rural places 
oen focusing on "attractive" 

rural places



Take-away: 
Default behavioral patterns of 
current contributors facilitate 

rural information gaps
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In short: organic, volunteer-
created information resources 
will have rural information gaps
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When it comes to AI, 
information gaps in,  

information gaps out



AI tools are very likely to be 
ineffective and risky for rural 

communities, because AI tools 
do not have rural information





So to wrap up





The social web is  
also  "bypassing" rural 

communities



AI-way?

information gaps in, 
information gaps out

digital footprints in, 
digital footprints out

"a futuristic, AI-looking highway going around a city with farmland on one side", created with Dall-E 3



Dr. Jacob Thebault-Spieker, Information School, UW-Madison 
e: jacob.thebaultspieker@wisc.edu 

w: http://jacob.thebault-spieker.com 
mastodon: @jts@hci.social / Twitter(X): @jaketangosierra

Thank you 
Questions?
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