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Three Main Goals 

1.  Introduce Digital Footprints and Information Gaps 

2.  One example of my work that helps us understand causes 

3.  Connect to conversations about AI and related technologies

Rural Digital Footprints, Information Gaps, 
Digital Representation, and “AI”









similarweb.com



"The social web" is slightly 
euphemistic













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

communities



On one 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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Results from our current 
Wisconsin Idea Collaboration 

Grant (with Dr. Steve Deller)



Specifically: How does 
broadband availability influence 

digital footprints?



Focusing in Wikipedia 
National Statistics, but WI details 

County-level analysis



10% increase in broadband 
predicts an increase of 470 
contributors per page in that 

county, controlling for population 
density 

National median: 1604 contributors



10% increase in broadband 
predicts 26 more pages in that 

county, controlling for 
populations density 

National median: 107 pages



Main point: Broadband access 
correlates with “digital footprints” 

in Wikipedia



However: As most folks in this 
room know, broadband isn’t 
equally distributed right now



Extension is working on supporting 
broadband rollout, but: broadband in 

Wisconsin today disadvantages rural 
communities
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In other words, rural communities in 
Wisconsin, and the Wood County 

area are less well represented in 
systems like Wikipedia, in part 
because of broadband access.



Take-away: 
Default approaches to producing 
information resources online help 

facilitate rural information gaps







In short: organic, volunteer-created 
information resources will have 

rural information gaps, even when 
the information exists elsewhere 

and is automatically imported. 
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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



Human-produced data is really 
important





The problem: when faced with 
incomplete information, tools 

like ChatGPT “hallucinate”





Because rural information is 
incomplete, AI tools like ChatGPT 
are, by default, likely to “lie” about 

local/contextual information



There are ways of fixing this, my 
work is focusing on this right 

now.  





The social web is  
also  "bypassing" rural 

communities



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

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

AI-way?

information gaps in, 
information gaps out

digital footprints in, 
digital footprints out
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Thank you!
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