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Abstract

ca, and Kenya is not an exception. However, heightened connectivity has not re-

sulted in equal measures of critical information engagement. This paper explores
the digital divide between digital access, media and information literacy (MIL) in urban
and rural Kenya, where infrastructure investment has been prioritized over the skills
required to move successfully through digital spaces, leaving many people susceptible
to fake news despite being connected. A mixed-method design was used, as it incorpo-
rated the quantitative survey data obtained (612 participants) with the qualitative data
obtained in the form of 12 focus group discussions and 38 in-depth interviews. Study
sites were Nairobi (urban) and Kakamega and Kilifi counties (rural). The results show
that urban respondents had an average of 4.7 information sources and had a misinfor-
mation figure of 67% of hits versus 2.1 and 31% hit of rural respondents. The qualitative
evidence suggests that, in rural settings, participants generally have little confidence
in information founded on social connections as opposed to independent verification,
and that most participants are overconfident in their appraisal skills a factor that in-
creases vulnerability to fake information. The paper presents the notion of connected
but vulnerable users to explain those who have access to the digital but lack critical
competence. Such results question access-based approaches to digital inclusion and
advocate a multidimensional model that incorporates connectivity, as well as the de-
velopment of media literacy. The research suggests the inclusion of MIL in national
curricula, investing in community-level training in rural locations, and crafting digital
inclusion policies, which take into account both access and critical capability.

I I "he rapid growth of digital technology has enhanced access to information in Afri-
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1. Introduction

The fast growth of digital technologies in Africa has changed the way people access,
share, and interact with information. The internet penetration, which is primarily fa-
cilitated by the mobile internet, has provided new avenues to communication, educa-
tion, and involvement in the digital economy in Kenya. Such innovations have facili-
tated the increased representation to the digital arena, as more individuals are linked
to information networks around the globe. Nonetheless, together with these benefits,
novel types of inequality have been created which are not limited to infrastructure.
Previous discussions about the digital divide have been mainly centered on the dif-
ferences in connectivity and access to devices. It is increasingly becoming clear that,
regardless of the access, meaningful information engagement cannot be assured. Crit-
ical thinking, interpretation, and utilization of the information has become a critical
skill in the modern digital landscape. The absence of these competencies makes people
susceptible to misinformation and manipulations as they cannot differentiate between
credible and sensational or biased information.

These obstacles are geographically inclined. Urban populations enjoy more diverse
media environment, better educational institutions and increased exposure to formal
media literacy training. Communities in the rural areas, on the contrary, have access
to fewer sources of information, and are heavily dependent on communication net-
works mediated by society. These disparities not only influence access to information,
but also how people experience and perceive content- perpetuating disparities in me-
dia literacy even in areas where digital technologies are highly accessible. The paper
fills the digital access/critical media competence gap by considering the influence of
geographic and structural factors on MIL outcomes in Kenvya. It employs a compara-
tive study of urban and rural circumstances to examine the degree to which digital
inclusion can be converted into meaningful interaction with information and proposes
more inclusive strategies that incorporate accessibility with education, critical skills
and institutional support.

2. Literature Review

Media and Information Literacy (MIL) is commonly perceived as the ability to ac-
cess, assess, analyze and produce information on a variety of media platforms. MIL
is becoming a widely acknowledged civic competence in the modern digital societies,
essential to make an informed contribution to democracy. According to Bonacho and
Alpuim (2025), MIL also helps in critical citizenship, by allowing people to be critical,
discerning and ethically responsible consumers of information in the face of a fast
changing and information saturated environment.

In the past, the digital divide was mainly associated with differences in the access to
ICTs and the initial interventions addressed the issue of infrastructure and connectiv-
ity expansion. Nonetheless, this limited interpretation has changed. Afzal et al. (2023)
emphasize that access does not necessarily lead to meaningful participation, whereas




Aziz and Hossain (2024) believe that the divide also includes differences in skills, usage
behaviors, and the benefits gained as a result of being digitally engaged. It has spawned
the notion of a so-called literacy divide, which concentrates on disparities in the capac-
ity of users to negotiate and critically participate in multifaceted information spaces.

The related concept is the information inequality. Riinawati (2025) highlights that
digital experiences are not merely a technological phenomenon but a social phenome-
non created and shaped by social, cultural, and economic factors, and that information
inequality is a structural phenomenon, based on unequal access to education, resourc-
es, and opportunity, rather than a technological phenomenon.

The Diffusion of Innovations theory helps to understand the spread of digital tech-
nologies via communication channels and social networks, and various groups of
people adopt technologies at different rates (Mbatha, 2024). But this model has been
criticized on the assumption that adoption will automatically result in positive out-
comes; unless the requisite skills and institutional support are in place, the adop-
tion of technology can just be a replication of the existing inequalities. The Uses and
Gratifications theory does not prioritize technology but rather users and maintains
that people are the ones who choose the media to meet a particular need, including
seeking information, entertainment, and socialization (Jensen and Neuman, 2024).
Although this puts emphasis on user agency, it has been criticized to underestimate
structural constraints that define access and successful use. These limitations are
more directly addressed by structural theories of inequality. Based on Bourdieu, Er-
shadi (2025) shows the possibilities of access to education, cultural resources, and
social networks in creating competencies and opportunities in individuals. Media
literacy is therefore not evenly distributed and a representative of wider tendencies
of social stratification. Collectively, these frameworks present a multidimensional
prism: diffusion theory describes technology diffusion, uses and gratifications theory
describes user behavior, and structural perspectives describe the social conditions
that influence the access and consequences.

1. Empirical Studies

Empirical studies have indicated that even with improvements in connectivity, dig-
ital disparities continue to exist. Imran (2023) suggests that the unequal technology
adoption patterns may contribute to the worsening of socio-economic inequalities,
even where internet penetration has risen. Ngwenya et al. (2023) demonstrate that
cities have superior broadband connectivity and increased access to digital services
in the African context in particular, with immense consequences on media literacy
since various sources of information and educational opportunities are concentrated
in urban areas.In terms of misinformation, Nugrahani (2022) concludes that low media
literacy is strongly associated with high susceptibility to fake information especially
when social media is the main source of information. Research also indicates that
more educated and digitally literate people tend to access more sources and do critical
information screening whereas less skilled people turn to fewer sources and are less
prone to doubting the credibility.




One of the key debates is related to access versus competence in solving digital ine-
quality. There is increasing agreement that access is not enough and Nyale et al. (2026)
note that the digital skills are necessary to fully engage in the digital society, which is
a wider concept of inclusion as a multidimensional process including both infrastruc-
ture and human capacity. The second controversy is on technological determinism.
Almakaty (2025) claims that technologies do not have an independent effect; it all de-
pends on the contextual factors, including education, income, and social norms, rather
than technology.

The use of education and institutions in enhancing media literacy is also disputed.
Although education is widely acknowledged to be essential in cultivating digital skills,
inequalities in access to quality education persist to restrict opportunities, especially
in rural and underserved communities.

2.2. Research Gaps and Study Contribution

Although there has been an increasing literature, there are still some gaps. To begin
with, localized studies that are able to capture country-specific social, cultural, and
economic dynamics are lacking. Second, the majority of studies are based solely on
quantitative or qualitative research, which does not allow a deeper analysis. Third, the
rural media practice is under-researched, and the available literature is biased towards
urban residents when rural communities depend on specific media types, including
community radio and mobile messaging services.

This paper fills these gaps by developing a comparative approach of media literacy
in rural and urban Kenya using a mixed method. It combines both quantitative and
qualitative data to provide a more detailed picture of how access to digital data, digital
skills, and social context interplay to produce media literacy results. By doing, it rede-
fines digital inclusion as a process that relies on literacy, and not a strictly technologi-
cal process, providing empirically-supported evidence to policymakers, educators, and
researchers in the pursuit of equitable digital inclusion.

3. Methodology

The research design of this study is a mixed-method research designed to investigate
the correlation between digital inclusion and MIL in urban and rural settings in Kenya.
The combination of quantitative and qualitative methods allowed incorporating the
measurable patterns with the contextual explanation of the social factors that form
them. The research is designed in the form of comparative analysis, where Nairobi is
the urban setting, with Kakamega and Kilifi countries as the rural settings.

The research population was the media users, teachers, and community members
in the three locations. The quantitative component involved 612 participants who were
stratified sampled, making sure that they were represented in terms of location, age, and
educational background. Qualitative data was collected by 12 focus group discussions




and 38 in-depth interviews with teachers, media practitioners and everyday media users
who were purposely sampled to represent various experiences of engaging with digital
media. Structured questionnaires with closed-ended and scenario-based questions ad-
dressing digital access, frequency of use of the media, diversity of information sourc-
es and misinformation identification ability were used to measure quantitative data.
Semi-structured interview guides and focus group protocols, as the methods of collect-
ing qualitative data, allowed participants to explain their information verification tech-
niques and the difficulties they face in their digital space. The analysis of documents of
pertinent policy frameworks and media literacy educational resources in Kenya served
as further contextualization. The frequencies, percentages, and mean comparisons were
used as descriptive statistics to analyze quantitative data to determine the urban-rural
trends. Thematic analysis of qualitative data was performed, and the transcripts were
coded based on common themes such as the patterns of media use, source credibility,
verification behavior, and the role of education and social context.

The combination of the two streams of data through triangulation increased the
validity and strength of the results. The main methodological elements of the study,
such as locations, sample characteristics, data collection instruments, and analytical
procedures are summarized in Table 1.The respondents were not forced to participate
and informed consent was signed by all the respondents before data collection. The
anonymity and confidentiality were assured, personal identifiers were eliminated, and
no participants were subjected to any harm during the data collection process.

Table 1: Summary of Methodology

Research Design Mixed-methods comparative study

Study Locations Nairobi (Urban); Kakamega and Kilifi (Rural)

Sample Size 612 survey participants

Qualitative Data 12 focus groups; 38 interviews

Data Collection Tools Questionnaires, interviews, focus groups

Analysis Methods Descriptive statistics and thematic analysis

Ethics Informed consent, anonymity, confidentiality
4. Results

The results indicate that there are definite and consistent differences in MIL be-
tween urban and rural citizens in Kenya. The increased access to digital has not yield-
ed similar amounts of critical information use; rather, disparities in skills, exposure
to the media, and information settings have continued to distinguish the manner in
which people acquire and utilize information.

The diversity of the information sources: City dwellers in Nairobi indicated that they

have an average of 4.7 information sources, such as social media sites, online news,
television, and institutional sites. Rural respondents in Kakamega and Kilifi indicated




that they had an average of 2.1 sources, mainly consisting of WhatsApp, community
radio, and infrequent mobile browsing. The use by urban users is therefore in signifi-
cantly more diverse and information-rich media environments.

Misinformation Identification: In situations where it was required to detect false or mis-
leading information on a scenario-based assessment task, 67 percent of urban respond-
ents detected it correctly, as opposed to only 31 percent of rural respondents, a difference
that can be attributed to variations in habits of source verification and bias recognition
and cross-checking. Urban respondents also more frequently had formal media literacy
training, which is probably a contributing factor to their increased evaluative competence.
These contrasts can be seen in figure 1, with an increased exposure to a variety of media
environments being associated with increased levels of critical engagement.
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Figure 1 Urban-Rural Comparison of Media Literacy Indicators Note.
Author’s fieldwork (2025).

Qualitative Findings: Rural respondents indicated that they placed a high trust in
WhatsApp and community radio as they depended on the perceived authority of the sender
in their social network and did not always verify information. Urban respondents, in their
turn, reported more complicated engagement behaviors such as accessing multiple sourc-
es, cross-referencing descriptions, and having reservations about unverified information,
which is indicative of more exposure to a variety of platforms and knowledge of evaluation
tactics. One such observation is the presence of so-called connected yet vulnerable users in
rural settings: people who have frequent access to smartphones and use digital platforms to
communicate and consume entertainment content with little critical thinking on the con-
tent of the information they consume. One such finding was a tendency of overconfidence in
a portion of the rural respondents who rated their information evaluation skills highly, but
scored below average in assessment tasks. Such overconfidence can contribute to suscepti-
bility to misinformation by lessening the perceived necessity of verification. Local opinion
leaders and peer networks were identified to be influential in influencing information flows
and in some cases, they strengthened the proliferation of unverified information.




Discussion

The results align with the re-conceptualization of digital inequality as a literacy di-
vide rather than merely an access divide (Aziz and Hossain, 2024). The continued dis-
parities in essential media competencies between the urban and rural participants
prove that the connectivity does not ensure effective information interaction. Such
findings align with the claims that digital realities are socially constructed, which are
influenced by socioeconomic and cultural environments, which are not dependent on
access to technology (Riinawati, 2025).

Based on Diffusion of Innovations theory, the extensive use of mobile technologies in
rural Kenya validates that diffusion has taken place. However, the results undermine
the belief that adoption has transformative effects; the lack of proper skills and insti-
tutional support can result in technology adoption instead of alleviating existing dis-
parities (Mbatha, 2024). The Uses and Gratifications theory assists in understanding the
differences in media engagement: participants in rural areas mainly used digital instru-
ments to communicate socially and to entertain themselves, whereas urban ones prac-
ticed more information-focused activities (Jensen and Neuman, 2024). Such differences
in behavior, however, are not merely a matter of personal preference but are structural
limitations, such as the ability to obtain quality education and various media ecosystems.

The Bourdieuian model of cultural and social capital is especially enlightening in
this regard. Urban subjects have increased access to education and institutional ex-
posure which serve as capital that allows the engagement with the media critically.
The rural participants, who do not have equal resources, are structurally deprived of
developing similar competencies (Ershadi, 2025) a trend that is in line with the rest of
the empirical literature on the continuity of digital use gaps (Imran, 2023; Ngwenya et
al., 2023), of particular concern are the misinformation findings. Their lower rate of
identification among rural participants, coupled with the fact that the latter rely on
socially mediated networks and the fact that they overestimate their evaluation skills,
makes rural respondents highly susceptible to false content. This is in line with the
observation by (Nugrahani 2022) that low media literacy is associated with an increase
in misinformation vulnerability in social-media-dominated information spaces. Misin-
formation mitigation then, will not be able to rely on technological means solely, but
should involve the systematic training of critical evaluation abilities.

The fact that digital access does not necessarily result in empowerment confirms the
perception that technologies exist within and potentially support existing social struc-
tures without any specific supportive intervention (Almakaty, 2025). The importance of
educational reform in the creation of equitable digital outcomes is supported by higher
urban competence levels, which are associated with formal education and exposure to
media literacy (Nyale et al., 2026). These results have policy implications. Digital inclu-
sion efforts should go beyond the infrastructure investment to develop essential media
competencies, especially in rural communities. This demands an investment in educa-
tion, training of teachers and community based MIL programs. In the absence of these
interventions, increased connectivity will lead to the creation of connected, yet incapa-
ble of exploiting digital opportunities, or safeguard themselves against its harms.




6. Conclusion

This paper has explored the connection between digital inclusion and MIL in Ken-
yva with specific focus on the urban-rural gaps. The results indicate that even though
the digital access has increased tremendously, the increase has not brought about the
same degree of critical media competence. There is still a significant gap in the capac-
ity of individuals to assess, perceive, and apply information productively- a gap based
on disparities in skills, media exposure, and sociostructural statuses and not only on
connectivity. The geographic location acts as a major determinant of MIL outcomes.
The city offers a variety of information, a more powerful education system, and in-
stitutional facilities that, in combination, encourage critical involvement. The rural
context is defined by low media exposure, dependence on a restricted communication
medium, and practices of information framed by social networks, which makes many
people susceptible to misinformation even though they are digitally connected.

This paper also confirms the fact that digital technologies do not necessarily lead to
empowerment, but their effects are mediated by education, access to resources, and
social context. This discovery contradicts naive beliefs about the role of technology in
development and points to the need to have a more nuanced view of digital inclusion as
the intersection of access, ability, and context. This work is part of a developing litera-
ture that re-conceptualizes digital inequality in a multidimensional way. It is necessary
to shift the emphasis of infrastructure-centric approaches towards the development
of MIL to drive equitable engagement in the digital era. The best way to deal with these
emerging and consequential forms of inequality is through integrating education, pol-
icy reform and community-based intervention.

7. Recommendations

On the basis of the findings the following policy, practice and future research recommen-
dations are suggested. MIL needs to be incorporated into the national education systems of
every government at all levels, with critical thinking, information analysis, and digital lit-
eracy taught in primary through tertiary education, and specifically in rural regions where
inequality is the greatest. The growth of infrastructure should be supported by programs
that develop the ability of the users to critically use information. The national policies are
also to help in the development of the localized and culturally pertinent MIL initiatives that
are reflective of the unique communication practices of various communities.

The media practitioners, civil society organizations and educational institutions
should work together in order to institute community based media literacy pro-
grams based on practical skills; checking information, detecting misinformation and
cross-checking using more than one source. Training of the teachers and community
leaders is especially crucial since they are the knowledge facilitators in their com-
munities. Collaborations with media houses and technology platforms may be used to
help spread information properly and create tools that encourage critical participa-
tion, particularly on popular messaging platforms.




The future studies ought to employ the longitudinal and contextual designs to
understand the development of media literacy over time and geographical location.
Mixed-methods approaches ought to be given priority to reflect the magnitude and
intensity of digital inequality. Special consideration is to be given to the rural media
practices, with the roles of informal networks and the local communication channels
in the formation of information flows. This kind of work will offer greater insights to
inform effective and inclusive intervention design.

8. Limitations and Future Research Directions

This research offers valuable information on how digital inclusion is associated with
media and information literacy in Kenya, but various limitations must be considered.
To begin with, the research is confined geographically to Nairobi, Kakamega, and Kilifi,
which although providing valuable contrasts, might not be as representative of the
experiences of the whole country. There are regional differences in culture, infrastruc-
ture and education systems which may affect media practices in a manner that is not
fully reflected here.

Second, the cross-sectional design only captures data at one point and it is not pos-
sible to trace the development of media literacy with the dynamically changing digi-
tal technologies and information ecosystems. Longitudinal data would give a more in-
depth perspective on the adaptation of individuals. Third, although the mixed-meth-
ods approach makes the study stronger, there are inherent limitations. Responses to
surveys can be affected by self-reporting bias- this can be seen where the respondents
said they were confident in their ability to judge information but failed to do so in re-
al-life tests. The richness and context-specificity of qualitative findings are not neces-
sarily generalizable to the sample.

The research is mostly geographically, access-based, and education-oriented, and
does not analyze other determinants that may have a significant impact, including lan-
guage diversity, gender relations, economic background, or automated delivery of the
content. These should be investigated further. Considering these shortcomings, future
studies must increase the geographic area to allow a more comprehensive comparison.
Longitudinal designs are required to monitor the changes in media literacy over time
and to evaluate the effects of educational and policy intervention. Further exploration
of the rural media practices such as informal communication networks, local languag-
es, and community-based information systems would provide more context-sensitive
information. The impact of new technologies, especially artificial intelligence and al-
gorithm-based content curation, on the ability of users to critically assess information
should also be studied in the future. Lastly, interdisciplinary methods combining ed-
ucation, communication studies, sociology and information science would aid a more
comprehensive view of digital inequality and the creation of inclusive media literacy
strategies.
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