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Does the Urban-Rural Digital Literacy Gap Exacerbate Income Inequality
Among Residents?
—Micro-Evidence from CFPS Data

Zhang Zizhen
(School of Economics, Shanxi University of Finance and Economics, Taiyuan 030006, China)

Abstract: Following the eradication of absolute poverty, the convergence process of the urban-rural
income gap has been severely constrained by differentiation in digital capabilities. Against the
backdrop of the digital era, seizing development opportunities to enhance residents’ digital literacy—
thereby narrowing the urban-rural income gap, promoting integrated urban-rural development, and
ultimately achieving common prosperity—has become an inevitable trend in China’ s current
development. This study aims to address three key gaps in existing research. First, most studies
exploring the relationship between digital literacy and urban-rural income inequality rely heavily on
theoretical analysis, lacking empirical evidence to validate the causal links between these two
factors. Second, few studies systematically examine the mechanisms through which digital literacy
promotes income growth by integrating three interrelated dimensions: information acquisition,

human capital accumulation, and social network expansion. Third, research on the poverty reduction
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effect of digital development remains scarce, with a particular lack of exploration focusing on rural
areas in China. To fill these research gaps and respond to policy needs, this study adopts an
empirical analysis approach, drawing on panel data from the China Family Panel Studies (CFPS)
covering the period 2010-2022. To ensure the robustness of the findings, the analysis controls for
variables including regional economic development level, household size, and educational
attainment. This methodological design enables a comprehensive assessment of how the impact of
digital literacy varies across urban and rural areas, as well as among groups with distinct demographic
and socioeconomic backgrounds. The findings reveal that: (1) Improved digital literacy significantly
alleviates urban-rural income inequality, with a stronger equalizing effect in rural areas; (2) Its
income-boosting effect varies by group, being most prominent among those with lower education
levels, rural households, and residents in underdeveloped central and western regions; (3) It
indirectly promotes income growth through three core mediating mechanisms: improving real-time
market information access for better economic decision-making; accumulating digital-related human
capital; and expanding social networks via digital platforms to facilitate resource and opportunity
access; (4) It demonstrates a measurable poverty reduction effect, narrowing the income gap
between vulnerable groups such as low-income rural households and elderly populations, and the
general population. This study confirms that digital literacy serves as a pivotal driver for China to
narrow the urban-rural income gap and advance common prosperity. Its primary contributions to the
existing literature include: providing the latest empirical evidence on how digital literacy influences
income structures in rural China; clarifying the synergistic mediating role of information acquisition,
human capital, and social networks in the relationship between digital literacy and income equality;
and filling the research gap regarding the poverty reduction effect of digital development. For
policymakers, the findings suggest targeted policy interventions: strengthening digital literacy
education in rural schools and communities, upgrading digital infrastructure in rural areas, and
developing context-specific digital skills training programs. These measures will not only promote
income growth in rural regions but also contribute to the realization of more inclusive and equitable
socioeconomic development.

Keywords: Digital literacy; Income inequality; Relative deprivation; Urban-rural balanced

development; Common prosperity
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