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Foreword

This Cumberland Lodge Report presents key findings and 
recommendations from our work on digital inclusion in 
2019–20, as part of our ‘Inclusion & Opportunity’ series. Digital 
Inclusion: Bridging Divides draws on the collective experience of 
frontline community workers, policymakers and senior civil
servants, academics and researchers from a wide range of fields, 
private-sector representatives, and students and young people 
from across the UK.

When we launched this project in autumn 2019, we set out 
to explore innovative ways of promoting high-quality digital 
education and participation, and addressing persistent digital 
divides, to support greater inclusion and opportunity for 
everyone in the UK. We commissioned a freelance Research 
Associate, Farah Elahi, to support us. Farah wrote an 
interdisciplinary briefing document to support conversations at 
the two-day, cross-sector conference we convened in November 
2019. This briefing document was published before the known 
outbreak of COVID-19 in the UK. It has since been updated, and 
now forms Part I of this report, offering useful background to the 
ideas and recommendations that follow in Part II.

Part II of Digital Inclusion: Bridging Divides summarises the key 
themes of discussion from our conference, as well as insights 
from a follow-up consultation that we hosted virtually in 
March 2020, with a smaller group of experts and conference 
representatives, shortly after the UK’s COVID-19 lockdown was 
announced. We hope that this report offers a useful snapshot 
and a timely review of digital inclusion in the UK today, to guide 
and inform positive changes to policy and practice in the wake of 
the COVID-19 pandemic.

Canon Dr Edmund Newell
Chief Executive
Cumberland Lodge
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Executive summary 
A global society which is shaped by digital technology entails 
new forms of inequality: digital inclusion and exclusion. This 
idea of a ‘digital divide’ captures a situation in which only some 
people have the relevant skills to use digital technologies and 
access their infrastructure, whilst others remain excluded. 
The COVID-19 pandemic has deepened this divide and 
exacerbated the resulting inequalities. Policymakers, the 
private sector, educational institutions and others need to 
respond to these challenges robustly, and in collaboration.

This document contains two parts: Part 1 reviews recent 
research and literature on digital inclusion and the digital 
divide in the UK; and Part 2 summarises the key themes and 
recommendations that emerged from a multi-sector expert 
conference at Cumberland Lodge in November 2019. The 
ideas generated by these diverse stakeholders were further 
refined at a smaller, subsequent consultation, convened 
virtually, during the    COVID-19 lockdown, in March 2020.

Background
The United Kingdom (UK) has one of the largest internet 
economies in the developed world, contributing to over 
8% of GDP. Since the mid-1990s, the importance of digital 
inclusion has been highlighted by the UK Government, and 
policies have been implemented with a view to expanding 
access to digital technology, infrastructure and skills, to allow 
more people to harness the opportunities they bring.

Nevertheless, in 2018, 5.3 million people in the UK remained 
digitally excluded. Furthermore, according to The Lloyds Bank 
UK Consumer Digital Index 2020, 21% of the UK population           
(11.7 million people) did not have the ‘essential’ digital skills 
outlined in the Government’s Essential Digital Skills Framework.1

According to the UK Digital Strategy (2017), the main barriers to 
digital inclusion are a lack of access to digital technology, and a 
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lack of skills, confidence or motivation to use the technology. 
These barriers are influenced by a range of socio-economic, 
geographic and educational factors. However, significant 
opportunities to increase access to digital technology and 
improve digital literacy also exist.2

This report provides an overview of the UK’s approach to digital 
inclusion, to date, and highlights some of the many challenges, as 
well as opportunities for building on this work. It demonstrates 
how efforts to tackle digital exclusion should be conceptualised 
around issues of digital access, motivation, knowledge and skills.

Recommendations 
Part II of this report outlines a series of cross-sector 
recommendations for promoting and enhancing digital inclusion, 
across society:

1.	 Develop a society-wide commitment to a future digital 
society and further digital innovation 

A detailed and thorough policy approach, underpinned by 
significant investment, will help to address significant gaps in 
digital skills attainment and provision.

2.	 Adopt a ‘co-design’ process to integrating technologies 
into everyday routines, taking into consideration user 
differences

The ‘co-design’ approach means involving people with different 
kinds of lived experience at every stage of the development 
of new digital solutions. This multi-perspective process helps 
to reveal otherwise unforeseen consequences, and to ensure 
that factors such as age, culture, gender, ethnicity and socio-
economic background are considered during the design phase, to 
boost accessibility and future take-up.

3.	 Help to reduce digital inequalities by investing in greater 
digital literacy 



3

It is vital that the development of soft skills - such as social 
communication and digital literacy - is properly addressed in any 
approach to tackling digital inequalities. A lack of such skills can 
have a significant detrimental effect on economic, cultural, social 
and personal wellbeing.

4.	 Focus digital innovation policy on ‘micro-actions’ that are 
tailored to specific circumstances, rather than pursuing a 
‘one-size-fits-all’ approach

Digital innovation policies should be directed towards the needs 
and circumstances of specific, digitally excluded communities, to 
encourage a sense of ownership within affected groups and to 
render them more effective. 

5.	 Facilitate a ‘digital resilience’ shift, in education and 
other provisions, so that parents and teachers are better 
equipped to support resilience-building amongst young 
people

‘Digital resilience’ can be defined as digital competency combined 
with the social and emotional literacy required to manage online 
risks. Children and young people should be supported in learning 
how to manage and curate their ‘digital self ’, securely and 
effectively, to support resilience-building and prepare them for 
the future.

6.	 Investigate opportunities for online voting and harnessing 
digital technologies to increase political participation

As society becomes increasingly digitalised, there is increasing 
scope to use digital technology to encourage greater political 
participation and enhance accessibility, by investigating systems 
such as online voting.

7.	 Incorporate verification methods and safeguards into 
online voting, to enhance security and safety, and to help 
allay concerns about data protection, fraud and anonymity, 
whilst maintaining accessibility
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The implementation of online voting systems would need to be 
supported by a range of robust verification methods, including 
user registration, usernames and passwords, mobile pin codes 
or the GOV.UK Verify identity assurance system, to help address 
security concerns amongst potential users. 

8.	 Make arts and culture sector websites and online content 
more accessible, to help reduce inequalities in access

The arts and culture sector can do more to tackle digital 
inequalities; for example, by undertaking ‘action research’, which 
involves working with representatives from digitally excluded 
groups, alongside policymakers and practitioners, to enhance 
digital content and improve accessibility.

9.	 Focus more attention on improving data transparency, to 
address concerns about digital rights and privacy  

Many people are concerned that companies and organisations 
will use their data however they want, and this can lead to 
reluctance to engage with digital services. There is a need for the 
Government to respond to these privacy concerns by supporting 
improvements in data transparency, so that people understand 
how, and for what purpose, their data are collected, and how 
their digital rights are being protected.

10.	 Preserve physical access to information, services and 
resources, whilst continuing to develop accessible digital 
technologies

Developing appropriate (accessible) technology is important in 
helping to reduce digital inequalities, but it is only one part of 
the solution. Whilst continuing to digitalise systems and services, 
there is still a need for alternative options to be maintained (i.e. 
face-to-face options or paper-based methods).

11.	 Create appropriate frameworks for responsible digital 
governance and e-citizenship

An important aspect of bridging the ‘digital divide’ is having 
suitable frameworks in place to support transparency and a 
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shared understanding about digital governance and e-citizenship, 
between organisations and consumers.

12.	 Implement both 'top-down' and ‘bottom-up’, formal and 
informal interventions, to support greater digital literacy 
and responsible citizenship

Organisations and local authorities need to target communities 
that need particular support with development digital skills. 
Educators should be empowered to teach digital skills and 
encourage students to explore the opportunities and challenges 
involved in technological innovation, and think about how 
they might help shape trajectories of change themselves. The 
development of digital skills is a lifelong process and should not 
be limited to formal education settings.

13.	 Carry out further cross-sector research into the 
complexities and intersectionality of digital exclusion and 
inclusion, to help inform effective responses

Definitions of digital inclusion and exclusion need to be clear, 
concise and consistent, in order to allow for the collation of 
meaningful comparative data – and to support the design 
of effective interventions. More data are required, on the 
realities of digital exclusion and inclusion - including contextual 
sociological and cultural factors - if we are to tackle digital 
inequalities effectively in the UK today.
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1. 
A review 
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Identifying the divide

We live in a world in which production, acquisition and 
knowledge probably influence lives as much as politics, 
culture and the economy, and in which global information 
networks form the foundations of infrastructure. As a 
result, governments and other institutions pursue visions 
of society in which people have wide-ranging access to, and 
the necessary skills to utilise, relevant digital technologies.3 
The United Kingdom (UK) has one of the largest internet 
economies in the developed world, contributing over 8% to 
Gross Domestic Product (GDP), and the highest percentage of 
individual internet consumption of any G7 member country.4 

It is widely recognised that online access offers significant 
advantages: enhanced educational attainment; better use 
of public services; cheaper products; greater convenience; 
improved job prospects; easier access to knowledge, 
information and advice; as well as enhanced civil and democratic 
participation.5 Indeed, in a 2016 review carried out by the Skills 
Funding Agency, it was predicted that, within 20 years, 90% of 
all jobs in the UK would involve some degree of digital skills.6 

The dynamics of social inclusion versus social exclusion relate 
to the relative position of an individual or group of people 
within society.7 For example, ‘social exclusion’ has been 
described as: ‘the inability of our society to keep all groups 
and people within reach of what we expect as a society’.8 With 
this in mind, we can define ‘digital inclusion’ (or ‘e-inclusion’) 
as having the access, motivation and skills to navigate 
confidently online and access opportunities on the internet.9 

According to the European Commission documents 
published in 1999, the objective of ‘e-inclusion’ is ultimately 
to bring every citizen, company and school in Europe 
online,10 and since the mid-1990s, successive UK governments 
have developed policies, and provided digital inclusion 
initiatives, with the aim of ensuring that this happens.11

1
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Conceptualising digital inclusion 
Digital inclusion can be defined and measured in various ways. 
According to Ellen Helsper (2008), it should be conceptualised 
in terms of digital access, motivation, knowledge and skills;12 
whereas, Bradbrook and Fisher (2004) approach it from the 
perspective of: content, connectivity (access), confidence 
(self-efficacy), capability (skill) and continuity.13 In this case, 
the concept of ‘continuity’ refers to the implementation 
and ongoing uptake of technology in daily life, which is often 
neglected in definitions of digital inclusion. For example, 
some people may use the internet at one point in their lives 
but then stop, for reasons such as a change in location, living 
arrangements or socio-economic status, or leaving formal 
education. This can lead to a situation of digital exclusion.14 

The UK’s Department for Education has developed an ‘Essential 
Digital Skills Framework’, to measure degrees of digital inclusion 
and support adults in improving their essential digital skills.15 
This framework includes ‘Digital Foundation Skills’ that people 
are deemed to need, in order to 'be safe, legal and confident 
online' and ready to progress to acquiring the ‘essential 
digital skills for life and work’. Digital Foundation Skills are 
broken down into four categories: communicating, handling 
information and content, transacting, and problem solving. 
They include the ability to turn on a digital device, connect 
safely and securely to the Wi-Fi, and browse the internet.16

What is the ‘digital divide’?  
The ‘digital divide’ emerged as an umbrella term in the 1990s 
and is normally understood in reference to usage of and access 
to digital technologies.17 According to the Organisation for 
Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the ‘digital 
divide’ refers to: ‘the gap between individuals, households, 
businesses and geographic areas of different socio-economical 
levels with regard both to their opportunities to access 
information and communication technologies and to their use 
of internet for a wide variety of activities’.18 It is recognised as a 



10

worldwide phenomenon, and, as an aspect of inequality.19The 
importance of internet access is reflected in the 17 Sustainable 
Development Goals (SDGs), agreed by all United Nations (UN) 
member states in 2015.20 

There are significant inequalities amongst groups, individuals and 
countries, with regard to digital accessibility.21 This, in turn, gives 
rise to inequalities of access to knowledge, goods, services and 
opportunities.22 Lack of internet access can entail such significant 
disadvantages for groups and individuals that improving digital 
infrastructure and access have become pressing public policy 
issues worldwide.23 

The digital divide can be broken down into sub-categories:

•	 ‘First-level digital divide’ – whether people have access to a 
computer or the internet.24 25 26 27 

•	 ‘Second-level digital divide’ – the various reasons why 
people access and use digital technologies differently,28 
including socio-economic, demographic, physical, cultural and 
psychological factors.29 30 

There is also an ‘emerging digital differentiation approach’, which 
specifically conceptualises the digital divide as both dynamic and 
recurrent: just as one gap closes, another one might open. For 
example, a reduction in digital access gaps might be accompanied 
by an increase in digital skills gaps, and hence the digital divide 
persists. In light of this, the focus of research into the digital 
divide has shifted towards the characteristics of different people 
in their approaches to internet use and adoption.31 32 33

Misapprehensions

In seeking to address the challenges of digital inclusion, it should 
be borne in mind that there are a number of pitfalls to avoid in 
using the term ‘digital divide’.34 35 

Common assumptions and misapprehensions include:

•	 The digital divide is a division between two clearly distinguishable 
groups that are separated by a large gap. In fact, we observe an 
increasingly complex differentiation between various social, 
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economic and cultural groups, in relation to use of, and access to, 
digital technologies. 

•	 The digital divide cannot be closed. In fact, there is scope for 
governments, policymakers and corporations to reduce and 
prevent inequalities from becoming unbreakable structural 
divides. 

•	 The digital divide is about absolute inequalities. In reality, most 
inequalities in relation to digital technology access are relative; 
some people and/or groups possess more hardware, software 
and digital skills than others.

•	 The digital divide is static. However, digital access is actually 
continuously moving; whilst some inequalities grow, others 
diminish. Therefore, it is inaccurate to assume that the digital 
divide is a phenomenon that cannot be altered. 

Digital exclusion in the UK
The concept of digital exclusion is multi-faceted, but at its 
simplest it can be defined as having no access to the internet. 
Since 2011, the number of adults in the UK who have either never 
used the internet or have not used the internet in the last three 
months, has been declining. In 2018, there were 5.3 million adults 
in the UK (or 10% of the adult population) in this category.36

The Lloyds Bank UK Consumer Digital Index 2020 uses the 
transactional and behavioural data of 1 million consumers, to give 
a view of current digital capacity in the UK. It reveals that 16% of 
the UK's population are unable to complete Digital Foundation 
Skills activities, as outlined by the Government (see page 9); 16% 
need support to use the internet and digital devices; and 12% 
cannot open up an app. Meanwhile, 9% (4.7 million people) of 
those aged 15 and over are unable to complete any of the Digital 
Foundation Skills tasks. Furthermore, 21% of the population     
(11.7 million people) do not have the 'essential digital skills' for 
life, as outlined in the Government's Essential Digital Skills 
Framework.37 
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Barriers to access

The UK Digital Strategy policy paper (2017) identifies four key 
barriers that contribute to digital exclusion, and highlights the 
fact that multiple barriers may affect people at any one time. 
These barriers are: 

•	 Lack of access – inability to go online and connect to the 
internet 

•	 Lack of skills – inability to use online services and the internet 

•	 Lack of confidence – lack of trust, fear of cyber crime, and 
being unclear about how to navigate through online spaces 

•	 Lack of motivation – lack of understanding or awareness of 
why the internet is relevant.38 

A research report produced by HM Revenue & Customs in 2015 
revealed that, of those who are deemed to be digitally excluded, 
access issues were the most common barrier (affecting 80% of 
this group). Motivational barriers were also a significant issue, 
affecting approximately half of the digitally excluded population.39

Alongside motivational factors, The Lloyds Bank UK Consumer 
Digital Index 2020 identified security concerns as a further barrier 
to going online. Of those surveyed, 25% stated that they wanted 
greater control over their data. Cost was also identified as a 
potential barrier, with 53% of the offline population unable to 
afford a monthly broadband bill.40 

Research conducted by Ofcom found that the proportion 
of people who accept the ways in which advertisers use 
personal data to personalise content was just 36%. Similar 
results may also be reflected in digitally excluded groups, 
who lack access to online-data regulation information.41

Geographical distribution across the UK    
The UK’s internet use is strongly stratified geographically, 42 with 
regional differences as well as a well-documented urban–rural 
divide. For example, London and the South-East have the 
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highest percentage (86%) of digital engagement of all the UK 
regions.43 According to the Lloyds Bank UK Consumer Digital 
Index 2020, Wales, Scotland and the North-East of England have 
the highest proportion of those who are digitally disengaged.44 

Meanwhile, the Oxford Internet Survey (OxIS) in 2019 
found that people living in cities are more likely to be ‘next-
generation users’ (79%), compared to those living in rural 
households (56%).45 ‘Next-generation users’ are people 
who have multiple devices for accessing the internet – some 
of which are mobile. This allows them to benefit from 
greater access at any time, from any place. Although people 
living in urban areas are more likely to be connected to the 
internet than those based in rural areas,46 the picture is more 
complex, because the urban–rural divide is complicated by 
demographic factors such as age, education and occupation. 

...people living in cities are more likely to be ‘next-generation 
users’ (79%), compared to those living in rural households (56%).

Studies have shown that, when such demographic factors are 
controlled, there are, in fact, no significant distinctions between 
urban and rural areas, when it comes to internet use.47 48 In other 
words, whilst there are different patterns of internet access 
between rural and urban areas, the rural–urban distinction does 
not account solely for the divide.49 This is because variations in 
internet use are not only the result of available technology; they 
are also influenced by demographic and personal factors. 

This is a key point, because it means that even if digital 
infrastructure were to be significantly improved in rural areas, 
internet use might remain low in comparison to urban areas.50 
Nevertheless, there is a strong argument for researchers 
and policymakers to focus their attention and resources on 
regions and communities that are most in need of support and 
investment, in order to increase their opportunities for digital 
access.51 52
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Impacts of digital inclusion
According to the Department for Communities and Local 
Government (DCLG) in the UK, ‘digital equality matters because 
it can help mitigate some of the deep social inequalities derived 
from low incomes, poor health, limited skills or disabilities’.53

The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) include a 
commitment to ‘Leave No One Behind’, and they advocate a 
focus on the most marginalised populations. The 2016 World 
Development Report on ‘Digital Dividends’ explores ways of 
utilising digital technology to empower citizens, reduce poverty 
and increase income levels around the world. It suggests that this 
can be achieved in three key ways, through: 

•	 Inclusion – overcoming physical barriers and accessing remote 
communities 

•	 Efficiency – automating processes to help reduce the cost of 
transactions and services 

•	 Innovation – developing digital platforms rapidly, at minimal 
cost.54

A 2015 study on ‘Tangible Outcomes of Internet Use’ led to the 
development of a 'Digital Outcomes' model, which illustrates the 
economic, personal, cultural and social benefits of internet use.55 
These four areas are broken down into a range of beneficial 
outcomes:

1.	 Economic benefits of internet use – income, employment, 
education and property

2.	 Personal benefits of internet use – health, self-actualisation and 
leisure

3.	 Cultural benefits of internet use – belonging and identity

4.	 Social benefits of internet use – informal social bonds, formal/
civic ties, political networks and participation.

In order to help bring about these beneficial outcomes, the 
World Bank recommends that countries: 
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•	 Bring in regulations to monitor competition 

•	 Hold institutions accountable

•	 Develop digitally skilled populations.56
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Socio-economic limits
Improving access to digital technologies can have a positive 
impact on social mobility.57 Research has shown that 
people who are digitally excluded are more likely to be in 
disadvantaged positions, such as being unemployed or in 
poverty, where their socio-demographic status limits the 
opportunities they have to develop digital skills and access 
digital technologies.58 For example, the fact that Wales, Scotland 
and the North-East of England have the highest proportion 
of people who are digitally disengaged might be connected 
to these areas also being home to relatively large numbers of 
those who are neither in education nor in employment.59

The concept of ‘social exclusion’ has influenced digital inclusion 
policies for many years. It focuses on multi-dimensional 
processes that have marginalised groups and communities from 
the general population.60 These might be based on factors such as 
economic status, employment, education and social networks.61 

This chapter discusses the digital divide in relation to four socio-
demographic factors: education; employment; gender; and Black, 
Asian and Minority Ethnic (Black, Asian and minority ethnic) 
backgrounds.

Education 

There is an assumption that children and young people are 
automatically equipped with the skills of ‘digital natives’, with 
access to sophisticated information and the ability to harness 
digital technologies. As a result, they are presumed to have a 
particular learning style and preference, with regard to utilising 
digital technologies in education.62 

However, research has indicated that a significant proportion 
of young people do not have high levels of digital access or skills. 
Digital technology plays a varied role in young people’s education 
and home lives, and students are not unanimously in agreement 

2
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on the question of whether digital technologies should be given 
greater emphasis in education.63 Furthermore, students’ daily 
technological practices are not always applicable to educational 
settings, so education is still vital for developing digital skills that 
will support learning .64

School education and the 'digital divide' 

Businesses and policymakers have been keen to encourage 
the use of digital technologies to enhance the educational 
performance of students for many years.65 A review 
commissioned by Nesta, in 2012, revealed significant evidence 
that technology can be used effectively to support learning 
in the classroom.66 Previous research had found that access 
to technology, at home and in schools and colleges, was 
crucial for facilitating learning,67 and that different levels of 
access could lead to, or exacerbate, classroom inequality.68 
Studies have also demonstrated a correlation between 
Information and Communications Technology (ICT) 
opportunities and greater digital knowledge and literacy.69 

Previous research had found that access to technology, at home 
and in schools and colleges, was crucial for facilitating learning, 
and that different levels of access could lead to, or exacerbate, 
classroom inequality.

A lack of internet access at home can impact on children’s ability 
to participate in school effectively, with some being more  
able to draw on a wide range of resources and information 
for their homework. Studies have shown that using digital 
technology for homework can be beneficial, leading to 
enhanced parental engagement,70 as well as more time spent 
on the tasks and an increased likelihood of completion.71

There is evidence to suggest that the proportion of young people 
without home access to the internet and digital technologies 
has been declining. By 2007, only 3% of children and adolescents 
aged 9–17 years were considered to be digital ‘non-users’,72 and 



18

according to Ofcom’s 2019 report, Children and Parents: Media use 
and attitudes, half of 10-year-olds now own a smartphone.73

Despite increasing access to smartphones and the internet, 
there are still variations in usage.74 75 A 2007 study found that 
non-users were more likely to come from lower socio-economic 
backgrounds. However, young people from lower socio-
economic backgrounds who did have internet access at home 
used the internet just as much as their counterparts in higher 
socio-economic categories.76 77 The observed digital divide in 
education may be related more to the ways in which ICT and 
technologies are used in school and at home, than to access 
itself.78 

There are mixed results when it comes to analysing the effects 
of internet usage at home on academic achievement. On the 
one hand, research published by Fuchs and Woessmann in 2004 
found that, when controlled for other variables, students with 
internet access at home performed significantly better in maths 
and reading, compared to students without internet access 
at home.79 These findings are supported by further research 
conducted in 2010 and 2016.80 81 On the other hand, a large 
randomised, controlled trial conducted by Fairlie and Robinson 
(2011) found that free provision of computers did not impact on 
school children’s educational achievement.82 This inconsistency 
indicates that more data are needed in this area, with a specific 
focus on the quality of ICT use.83

Children’s use of digital technologies outside of education is 
discussed below, on pages 34–36.

Higher education and the ‘digital divide’

There are still significant inequalities in access to higher 
education in the UK, leading to patterns of exclusion that can be 
exacerbated by: 84 

•	 Geographic location – particularly where students live in rural 
areas 

•	 Social and cultural norms 
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•	 Individual or household income – where the relative cost 
of accessing university education is high, particularly for certain 
groups 

•	 Physical circumstances – where people lack access to 
efficient spaces in which to learn

•	 The ‘digital divide’ – where people are less likely to be able to 
afford the technologies required for education.

There is a strong argument for universities to engage with digital 
technologies, as part of helping to ensure greater access to 
higher education for students from non-traditional university 
backgrounds and/or particularly vulnerable parts of society. 
The use of digital technologies in e-learning or blended learning 
programmes can support the development of open learning 
and widening participation initiatives, as well as increased 
interactions between students and teachers.85 This is particularly 
the case during a COVID-19 world. 

However, the accessibility and acceptability of this type of 
teaching is not universal, and there is a risk that it can further 
marginalise digitally excluded groups.86 Ideas for addressing this 
include:87

•	 Ensuring that relevant technologies are available to digitally 
excluded students

•	 Supporting students with gaining the relevant digital skills and 
knowledge to participate in e-learning effectively

•	 Implementing an effective pedagogy of e-learning.

Employment  
Digital technology has transformed employment and work 
processes, empowering employers and employees to support 
greater inclusion. However, around 17.3 million people in the 
UK still lack the digital skills necessary for their jobs; and an 
estimated 54% of jobs in the UK will require digital re-skilling by 
2022.88 Previous research has consistently indicated concerns 
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about what the digitalisation of employment entails. These 
concerns involve issues of worker discretion, re-skilling, 
transparency and surveillance.89 

Before the COVID-19 pandemic so dramatically amplified 
the role and importance of digital technology, there was 
already an understanding, in most industries, that workers 
increasingly required ‘digital citizenship skills’ to keep pace 
with digitalisation, albeit to varying degrees.90 An analysis 
of digital skills in the UK, published in 2017, found that 
approximately 16.5 million people in the UK required these 
skills, in order to be ‘digital makers’ or ‘digital workers’.91

Yet, despite rapid digitalisation, the Lloyds Bank UK Consumer 
Digital Index 2020 found that just over half of UK employees 
(52%) still lack the digital skills that their work requires, and 
hence they are working in environments for which they are 
inadequately equipped. Only 29% (15.7 million) have ‘essential 
digital skills’, compared to just 14% of those who are unemployed 
(7.6 million), and only 23% of the working population have 
obtained digital skills training from their employer.92 Whether 
the COVID-19 pandemic is affecting the digital skills gap within 
the workplace is something that should be monitored.

...the Lloyds Bank UK Consumer Digital Index 2020 found that just 
over half of UK employees (52%) still lack the digital skills that 
their work requires [...] Only 29% (15.7 million) have ‘essential 
digital skills’, compared to just 14% of those who are unemployed 
(7.6 million), and only 23% of the working population have 
obtained digital skills training from their employer. 

According to research carried out by ECORYS UK, digital 
skill gaps occur in a range of business sectors, where new 
technologies or structures requiring IT-specific skills have 
been introduced.93 A 2013 survey by the UK Commission 
for Employment and Skills (UKCES) shows that the number 
of institutions providing training in new technologies had 
risen since 2011.94 However, many small and medium-sized 
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enterprises lack the finances or capacity to utilise and provide 
training for their employees in regard to these technologies.

In 2018, Cebr estimated that there were 42,000 basic-skills 
shortage vacancies in the UK. Improving basic digital skills 
can lead to increased productivity, and people who learn 
basic digital skills can expect an increase in average hourly 
earnings of 2.8%.95  It is likely that, as the UK population 
becomes more digitally educated, there will be an increase in 
the number of people seeking to fill basic-skills vacancies.96 By 
2028, training in basic digital skills could lead to an increase 
in net earnings of £343 million, across the UK economy.97 

The acquisition of basic digital skills can also help people with 
finding suitable employment: searching for jobs online can 
lead to significant benefits, allowing candidates to explore 
diverse opportunities more efficiently.98 In a 2017 Office for 
National Statistics survey, 22% of adults stated that they had 
recently used the internet to search for a job or submit a job 
application –an 8% increase from 2007.99 However, the same 
Cebr study revealed that around 111,000 unemployed people are 
still digitally excluded, lacking basic and necessary digital skills.100

Gender and the 'digital divide'
Some of the digital divides that have been concerning 
policymakers since the early 1990s are shrinking significantly 
in Western Europe, North America, Australia, New Zealand 
and Japan – particularly in terms of gender.101 102 Gender 
variations in the use of new technologies are now small. 
However, according to the Lloyds Bank UK Consumer Digital 
Index 2020, women are still less likely than men to develop 
the seven digital foundation skills. These differences are 
particularly influenced by age: men and women aged 64 
and below achieve parity in their foundation skills.103 

On an international scale, women are less likely to have access 
to educational and career opportunities, and two-thirds of the 
world’s population who are digitally excluded are women.104 
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According to a 2019 review of global digital inequalities, the role 
of gender in digital access and use is inconsistent. Whilst the 
majority of studies around the world found no gender differences 
when it came to digital access and use,105 some authors suggest 
that women are more likely to use computers, access the 
internet and use social networking websites than men,106 107 108 
whilst others argue the opposite.109 110 111 112

These inconsistent results may be due to the ‘intersectionality’ 
of the gender digital divide. Intersectionality refers to the idea 
that social categories such as race, gender and socio-economic 
background are almost always influenced by one another.113 The 
experience of a disabled rural woman, for instance, is likely to 
be different to that of a woman in an urban setting without a 
disability.114 Research has begun to acknowledge that multiple 
overlapping disadvantages can exacerbate an existing gender 
digital divide.115 116

What is clear is that, whilst the gender digital divide is diminishing 
in some parts of the world, including in the UK, it still exists 
elsewhere. This could be due to a variety of factors, including 
the type of available digital technologies, confidence, skills and 
frequency of use. Further research is required, in order to 
improve our understanding of the multiple dimensions of the 
gender digital divide and any cultural differences that exist.117

Black, Asian and minority ethnic 
communities and the 'digital divide'
Amongst other socio-demographic indicators, race and ethnicity 
play a role in influencing digital inclusion, but their significance is 
disputed.118 119 120 Some researchers argue that the digital divide is 
influenced more strongly by other socio-demographic factors, 
121 122 whilst some studies have shown that race can influence the 
likelihood of having access to Wi-Fi.123 124 

According to 2019 data from the ONS, disparities in internet 
use amongst different ethnic groups has narrowed over the 
past decade, and in particular for Bangladeshi groups. In 2018, 
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the percentage of non-users in this community was 8%, down 
from 31.4% in 2011. However, these analyses do not take into 
consideration other socio-demographic factors. 125 A 2011 
Joseph Rowntree Foundation report reviewed links between 
poverty and ethnicity. One of the gaps it highlighted was a lack 
of information about how ethnicity and other factors influence 
access to digital technologies and interest in using them.126 

A 2003 report on the use of digital technologies within the UK’s 
Black, Asian and minority ethnic communities found that, when 
controlling for variables such as income and household type, 
being of black ethnic origin was a significant predictor for the 
lack of computer ownership. This report concluded that, whilst 
people across all ethnic groups understood the importance of 
developing their digital skills, computer literacy and language 
barriers were key issues.127 

Research into digital inclusion and individual digital technology 
usage within ethnic minority communities remains limited,128 129 
130 and there is a need for more longitudinal research into digital 
access and skills.131 132 Furthermore, contemporary research 
into the digital divide within ethnic minority communities often 
fails to acknowledge social injustices and historical context of 
inequalities, and the roles these plays in digital participation 
today.133

There is also a need for more educational and motivational 
strategies to help improve people's familiarity and confidence 
with the internet, in different communities.134 Indeed, according 
to the 2019 Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport 
(DCMS) report, Culture is Digital, 'simply making digital content 
available does not mean that audiences will automatically 
engage'.135
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Serving citizens online

According to the OECD, ‘e-government’ is defined as the 
use of ICT to achieve better government.136 It is promoted as 
an opportunity to transform government and to empower 
citizens in a democracy.137 The focus of this definition is on the 
motivations for implementing e-government. E-government 
can be used as a mechanism to alter the structures, culture 
and processes of governments, in order to render them 
more user-orientated, transparent and efficient.138 

The term ‘e-governance’ refers to the use of digital 
technology to adopt a more active role in state or corporate 
decision-making. The motivation is to increase inclusion 
and participation in decision-making, service-design and 
service-delivery, as well as policy. The objective is to 
increase transparency, by allowing all citizens to access 
government, corporate and development agency data.139

e-Government in the UK
According to the UN E-Government Survey (2018), European 
countries are leading the way in terms of e-government, 
with the UK close to the top of the global rankings.140 This 
survey measured three different qualities of e-government 
development: the availability of online content and services, the 
adequacy of infrastructure, and the ability of human resources to 
use and promote ICT. 

In the UK, the Government has stated that its focus, in terms 
of government digitisation, is on improving the relationship 
between the citizen and the state, by transforming services.141 
The Government published its ‘Digital by Default’ strategy in 
2012, with the aim of transferring a number of public services and 
transactions to online platforms, in order to save costs. These 
savings were to come from improvements in service quality 
and a reduction in the amount of time people spent interacting 

3
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with public authorities face-to-face. It was estimated that 
between £1.7 billion and £1.8 billion could be saved annually.142 

The Government Digital Service (GDS) forms one section of 
the UK’s digital governance structure. Another section is the 
Government’s website GOV.UK, which was launched in 2012. 
All 25 ministerial and non-ministerial departments, alongside 
46 public sector organisations, can now be accessed via this 
site.143 144 145 Progress against the ‘Digital by Default’ strategy 
was reported quarterly under the Coalition Government, until 
2015, and in March of that year it was reported that the GOV.UK 
website was averaging 12 million unique visitors per week, and 
therefore ranked as the 25th most used website in the UK.146

Significant progress in government digitisation has been made 
since 2012. According to the ONS (2017), adults aged 35-44 years 
experienced the highest levels of interaction with public services 
and authorities online. By contrast, those aged 16-24 or over 65 
were much less likely to interact with government websites.147 

The Government published its ‘Government Transformation 
Strategy’ in 2017, setting out three new goals, which were to: 148 

•	 Transform government services and make 
government itself a digital organisation 

•	 Transform the relationship between citizens and the 
state – putting more power in the hands of citizens 
and being more responsive to their needs

•	 Create a responsive state that can change at pace and at scale. 

One example of the strategy's implementation has been the 
launch of digital services that are easier and clearer to use. These 
include the new system for electoral registration, although that 
still requires 'Level 6' skills on the Government’s digital inclusion 
scale, a nine-point scale that was developed to help measure 
and respond to significant variations in digital capability. 149
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The challenges of e-government
Despite its advantages, there remain challenges in implementing 
e-government services. Since 2010, some 97% of public services 
have been made available online in the UK, but so far this has 
not resulted in greater use of e-government resources or 
programmes.150 151 

According to recent research, various factors influence citizens’ 
engagement with e-government, including lack of digital access, 
lack of skills, lack of interest, and cost,152 153 154 155 although these 
are not necessarily exclusive to e-government services.156 
Participation in e-governance is also closely associated with 
employment, university education and broadband access, 
amongst other factors.157

The term ‘e-commerce’ refers to any form of economic 
activity that occurs online or via digital technologies. The 2018 
E-Government Fact Sheet revealed that about 75% of the UK 
population participates in some form of e-commerce at least 
once every three months. Of those who do, approximately 49% 
use it for e-government services.158 A separate study, published 
in 2019, suggested that 60% of the population uses e-commerce, 
but only 40% of those people use it for e-government services.159 
This gap between use of e-commerce and participation 
in e-government services could be explained by a general 
preference for citizens to have face-to-face government 
contact when completing government transactions - perhaps 
because they feel there is sometimes missing information on 
e-government platforms. 

The ‘Digital by Default’ approach is when face-to-face, paper 
and telephone interactions are replaced by the use of websites 
or applications (apps).160 This can risk exacerbating the digital 
divide,161 thanks to the association between social exclusion and 
digital exclusion. For example, as a result of services moving 
online, benefit claimants are becoming increasingly dependent on 
organisations such as Citizens Advice to complete online claims 
for Universal Credit on their behalf. The ‘Digital by Default’ 
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approach has failed to recognise issues of usability across a 
diverse population.162

It is possible that already marginalised citizens are more likely to 
be digitally excluded – and hence less likely to use these online 
services. They are less likely to be aware of the services in the 
first place, less likely to utilise them efficiently, and less likely to 
feel confident about accessing them via digital technologies.163 
Additionally, those who are digitally excluded are the least likely 
to have their opinions heard and represented. 

Implications for citizenship and political 
participation
According to 2019 research, 76% of e-government non-users 
are unaware of the services they could be accessing online. 
This could highlight an ongoing challenge in developing citizens’ 
awareness of, and trust in, e-government.164 There is a need 
to focus on ensuring that e-government systems are as easy 
to use as possible, with the option of providing ‘assisted 
digital’ support to digitally-disadvantaged populations. There 
is also an argument for increasing support for third-sector 
organisations to provide digital skills training and digital access.165

These issues have been acknowledged by the House of 
Commons Select Committee on Science and Technology, 
which has recommended that government ensures that 
provision of public locations with digital access are maintained, 
in order to improve social inclusion. This Committee also 
recommended that those who are digitally excluded should 
have alternative methods of accessing relevant services.166 

The importance of digital inclusion has been recognised by the 
establishment of a Cabinet Minister for Digital Inclusion post 
and the appointment of a Champion for Digital Inclusion, in 
2008 and 2009 respectively. In 2014, the 25th anniversary year 
of the World Wide Web, the UK Government created a UK 
Digital Inclusion Charter, together with signatories from public, 
private and voluntary organisations, to help get more people 
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and organisations online. It launched with a commitment to: 

'work together in new ways, to create practical actions that can 
be delivered at scale'.167 This bolstered the remit of the Digital 
Inclusion Team, which had been established a year earlier, to 
provide: ‘advice and support on how digital inclusion can be 
embedded in relevant policy areas and ensuring that online 
government services are designed with digitally excluded 
users in mind’.168 In 2014, the UK government also launched a 
performance-tracking dashboard, to help service managers track 
their progress and monitor usage from both digital and non-
digital instruments.169

The impact of the electronic services in e-government has 
not yet been systematically evaluated, and further research 
is required, to explore what it is that prevents citizens from 
using e-government services, and which factors particularly 
influence digital inclusion in the areas of citizenship and political 
participation.170
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Inhabiting digital territories 
differently

The digital divide is viewed as a continuum of access, in which 
factors such as skills, access, support and attitudes can explain 
how people utilise technologies.171 Reducing the digital divide is a 
challenging task, since the goal is constantly shifting. Groups are 
not homogeneous and, according to Bakardjieva (2005), digital 
technologies are used and re-appropriated in methods to match 
the daily experiences and lived realities of specific groups.172 

Further research needs to be undertaken in order to understand 
how various groups (e.g. disabled people; Black, Asian and 
minority ethnic communities; and older people) approach digital 
technologies. Gaining a more thorough understanding of these 
issues will lead to the development of more appropriate and 
innovative solutions.

Helping disabled people
According to data from the World Health Organization, 
published in 2011, approximately 15% of the global population 
live with some form of disability,173 many in societies that do 
not always guarantee equal access to education, employment 
and healthcare.174 This can increase the risk of social exclusion, 
and this risk is often exacerbated by the fact that disabled 
people are more likely to live in low-income households.175 

Research into how disabled people interact with the internet 
has produced complex results. On the one hand, use of digital 
technologies can allow people to reduce any stigma associated 
with their condition and help them to connect more with 
others, by interacting as part of an online community. At 
the same time, however, disabled people can face additional 
barriers to access.176 The ‘European E-User’ study revealed 
a significantly lower use of the internet amongst disabled 
people, compared to those without disabilities.177 
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Technologies available to disabled people are often outdated 
or second-hand, and there is a lack of information and support 
to help people navigate them. For example, there is limited 
information about how people with acquired brain injuries can 
use social media to enhance their digital communication.178 New 
technologies are often ineffective or too expensive, particularly 
for people from lower socio-economic backgrounds.179 
Barriers to access can include complexities in usage,180 as 
well as issues with user interface 181 and design.182 Assistive 
technologies often go unused because there is inadequate 
training or lack of knowledge of how to use them.183 This 
can, in turn, lead to further socio-economic disadvantages. 

Disabled people often require a greater level of support 
and training in order to use digital technologies efficiently.184 
This need has been highlighted in research conducted by 
The Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB), into 
digital exclusion amongst people who are either partially-
sighted or blind. The RNIB’s 2012 recommendations 
for positive change included more targeted efforts to 
provide digital skills training to affected people.185 

There is a growing interest in whether or not digital 
technologies can be used to remove barriers for disabled 
people. Research has focused on the correlation between 
digital engagement and social inclusion.186 187 188 It reveals 
that disabled people are disproportionately affected by 
the digital divide.189 190 It has also shown that inequalities in 
access to technology and digital skills can exacerbate other 
inequalities, such as those resulting from disability.191

Some researchers have questioned whether increased digital 
participation will lead to a reduction in offline socialisation.192 
The majority of research adopts a digital exclusion rather than 
a digital-inclusion approach, meaning that there has been a 
greater focus on the restrictions imposed on disabled people, 
rather than on understanding how the digital agency of disabled 
people might be harnessed to improve their digital inclusion.193 
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Research has shown that, even when access to 
technology is available, people may still disengage from 
it for a myriad of reasons – from the aesthetics and 
interface of digital technologies, which may not have 
been designed with disabled users in mind, to a simple 
lack of interest in using digital technologies.194 

According to a 2018 review of how digital technology might 
enhance the social inclusion of disabled people,195 there is a 
lack of understanding around the differences between assistive 
technologies, web-based technologies and ‘tele-rehabilitation’. 
Technological solutions are often introduced generically, without 
consideration as to their appropriateness or how lives might be 
improved under specific circumstances (e.g. how a certain form 
of technology could help someone with a visual impairment to 
access the labour market more effectively). Future research and 
development should focus on increased compatibility and access 
to technology, through co-design that focuses on users’ needs.196

...there is a lack of understanding around the differences between 
assistive technologies, web-based technologies and ‘tele-
rehabilitation’. 

There is also a lack of research into 'intra-disability' and 'inter-
disability' diversity, particularly within the digital realm, and its 
impacts on social inclusion. Intra-disability approaches explore 
the roles that individuality and selectivity play in people’s 
decisions to utilise digital technologies, and the subsequent 
impacts on social inclusion.197 However, research into inter-
disability variations in the use of digital technology have usually 
taken a medical approach,198 199 neglecting other, non-medical 
factors.
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Supporting older people    
According to the ONS in 2020, earlier this year, people aged 
over 75 years make up more than half of all adult non-users 
of the internet.200 Research published in 2016 found that only 
half of men and 14% of women, aged 80 and over in England, 
used the internet.201 Although internet usage amongst older 
people is rising, it is doing so at a slower rate than for younger 
people.202 This is known as the ‘grey digital divide’.203 

The ‘grey digital divide’

In addressing the ‘grey digital divide’ to help improve access 
and inclusion, it is important to recognise that older adults 
are a heterogeneous group of people, whose employment 
experiences, knowledge and motivations vary greatly.204 205 206 

There are also multiple examples of factors affecting the ‘grey 
digital divide’, including: 

•	 Health – Digital exclusion amongst older people can result from 
various health-related factors, including: declining motor skills, 
deteriorating visual sensitivity and impaired cognitive function.207 
208 Physical limitations, such as poor health, are also likely to 
make it harder for older people to utilise digital technologies 
effectively.209 

•	 Expectations – Other reasons for lower internet use by older 
people include: the belief that knowledge of the digital world is 
not as relevant to their lives;210 a lack of motivation; and limited 
internet knowledge and skills.211 Research has also shown that 
there is a positive association between self-efficacy and greater 
internet use.212 213

•	 Socio-economic factors – There is an association between 
low income and limited internet use, amongst people aged 55 
years and older.214 Research has found that the highest rates 
of pensioner poverty correlate with people using the internet 
the least. One reason for this could be that some older people 
struggle to purchase digital technologies.
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Benefits of engagement

There are many benefits of digital technology usage for older 
populations:

•	 Reducing isolation and loneliness – Research has revealed a 
strong correlation between internet use and reduced loneliness 
and isolation, particularly for those at risk of poor mental 
wellbeing.215 

•	 Encouraging greater social inclusion – Research indicates 
that older adults who use the internet more frequently 
report greater feelings of social inclusion.216 217 This may be 
because they are using their time to interact with others and 
build relationships,218 and that can also be beneficial from the 
perspective of reducing the rate of cognitive decline.219 

•	 Empowerment – Studies have shown that internet use and 
digital technology can foster feelings of empowerment, and can 
help to compensate for potential lifestyle changes or loss of 
mobility in older age.220

Overcoming barriers

Different patterns of engagement and use of digital 
technologies amongst older people have also been explored 
by researchers.221 One clear finding is that some older 
adults struggle to adopt digital norms and adapt to the 
expectations associated with new kinds of social interaction 
that are moderated by digital technologies. This can result in 
barriers to integrating effectively within a digital world.222

There is scope for more research to assess why certain 
groups of older adults do not engage as much, or at all, with 
digital technologies, and to explore the interconnections 
between factors such as technological interests, loneliness, 
wellbeing and perceptions of digital inclusion.223 

One response to a lack of engagement might be in providing 
more opportunities for digital technology training.224 Various 
contemporary policies focus on reducing isolation through 
digital technologies amongst the elderly, in particular.225 There 
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is scope for a greater policy focus on the barriers to use 
amongst older people, and for a greater acknowledgement of 
fears and concerns that are particular to older generations, 
including concerns about personal-data privacy.226

Understanding digital childhoods  
To date, most of the research into the digital divide has focused 
on adult populations. In comparison, there is limited research 
into understanding and addressing inequalities affecting children 
and young people.227 This may be because children and young 
people are generally considered to be the ‘digital generation’. 
Despite this, children are still affected by different forms of 
inequality that intersect with access to, and use of, digital 
technology, and this is an area that needs further study.228

According to UK data published in 2020, 59% of 7-16 year 
olds use the internet to watch videos; 40% use it for social 
networking; and as children get older, their usage of, and access 
to, the internet increases.229 The EU Kids Online Survey 2020, 
which was carried out in 19 EU countries, reported similar 
findings: 15-16 year olds spend twice as much time online than 
9-11 year olds. However, fewer than half of the 9-16 year-olds 
surveyed had access to the internet. Furthermore, there 
had been a considerable change in internet and smartphone 
use, since a similar survey was completed in 2010.230

Research indicates that children and young people’s digital 
access, and patterns of use, are influenced by socio-economic 
status and family background.231 232 For example, a 2009 
study found that adolescents from relatively privileged 
socio-economic backgrounds were more likely to use 
the internet to gain information and extend their social 
networks.233 Digital preferences within families have also 
been shown to influence the digital behaviour of children.234 
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Risks and challenges for young people

Despite the opportunities that digital access can bring, there 
are also various risks associated with use of digital technologies 
by young people.235 For example, according to UNICEF’s The 
State of the World’s Children 2017 report, digital access has 
led to an increase in the scale of child sexual exploitation 
and abuse. Access to unprotected social media profiles 
and forums means that child sex-offenders have greater 
access, via encrypted platforms, to pursue victims.236  

Children are also at risk from ‘cyber-bullying’. Although there 
is no legal definition of cyber-bullying, the term is understood 
to refer to an intentional and repeated form of harm inflicted 
on one or more persons, through digital technologies such 
as computers, mobile phones and other electronic devices.237 
According to the National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty 
to Children (NSPCC, 2016), the percentage of children who had 
received counselling for cyber-bullying rose by 88% from 2011 to 
2016.238 In 2016, the NSPCC provided 4,541 counselling sessions 
for children who were experiencing cyber-bullying in the UK.

Further research is needed, in order to analyse the 
consequences of the content that children can access online. 
Children and young people need to be educated and informed 
about how to stay safe online, and about how to respond 
to experiences of cyber-bullying and seek appropriate 
support.239 More generally, policymakers and researchers 
need to acknowledge that whatever happens online is closely 
connected to children and young people’s daily lives offline.240

Children and young people need to be educated and informed 
about how to stay safe online, and about how to respond to 
experiences of cyber-bullying and seek appropriate support.

Young people do not necessarily develop digital skills through 
informal experience; instead, appropriate support is required 
to bridge digital divides and support the development of 
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digital literacy, even amongst the younger and supposedly 
'digitally-native' populations.241 242 How this can be achieved 
successfully, in particular whilst taking into account the 
diversity of children and young people, is a key challenge.243
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Digital social innovation

Overcoming the 'digital divide'
The digital revolution has brought about technological 
developments that have led to improved access to skills 
and technologies for many people. Benefits of this include 
enhanced and often cost-free access to vast amounts of 
knowledge and information. Furthermore, technology 
has played a vital role in improving employment 
prospects, education, health and even quality of life.244 

However, despite these advancements, the term ‘digital divide’ 
captures a range of significant inequalities with respect to who 
can access knowledge and information, and thus benefit from 
digitisation.245 246 247 Traditionally, research focused on access 
to digital technologies by exploring inequalities according to 
factors such as income, education, usage, geographic location, 
age, gender and ethnicity. Research is now becoming more 
intersectional: that is, it looks increasingly at the connections 
between different social attributes. However, there is still a 
lack of analysis around how combining these dimensions could 
lead to policies and interventions that improve digital access.248

In addition to the digital barriers associated with self-efficacy 
and personal beliefs, many people are hindered in their ability to 
purchase, and/or partake in, digital technologies by economic 
disadvantage. In order to combat such exclusion, accessible, 
low-cost digital technologies need to be made available within 
the public domain. At the same time, people need to be given 
opportunities, by the state and by civil society, to develop their 
knowledge, skills and understanding as to how best to utilise 
these technologies.249 

The digital divide is a complex issue and it requires cross-
disciplinary expertise and multiple solutions.250 251 Whilst theories 
can partially explain the digital divide,252 they cannot necessarily 
engage with the nuances of the digital inequalities experienced 
throughout people’s life-courses. Intersectionality means that 
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people’ lives and circumstances cannot be defined by any single 
factor. For example, there is a need for greater understanding of 
why disabled people are more likely to be digitally excluded, and 
solutions need to address the needs and circumstances of people 

– as well as the larger digital divide.253 

Individualised accessibility and usability options can also influence 
the uptake and use of digital technologies in unexpected 
ways. For example, a young person might not want to use 
a specialist product that is marketed specifically for their 
age-group.254 Approaches for improving digital inclusion 
amongst children and young people need to acknowledge 
that understanding of – and use of – digital technologies varies 
between age-groups. A key focus should be on enhancing 
active participation in digital society, and that can, in turn, have 
positive consequences for wellbeing and social participation.255 

Future considerations
In order to conduct rigorous research in any context, 
thorough and transparent research methodologies are vital. 
However, the existing literature on the ‘digital divide’ rarely 
discusses in detail the research methodologies that it draws 
upon.256 There are also ethical issues to consider. Political and 
civic agendas guide research questions, data collection and 
analysis, and although scientific analyses might identify what 
appear to be ‘objective’ approaches, they are still limited.257 

The nuanced nature of the digital divide – influenced by so 
many different factors, such as socio-demographic status, 
ethnicity, culture, age and gender – means it is a challenging 
field for analysis, and the static nature of available data-sets 
means they can never fully address the dynamic nature of the 
issues involved.258 It is important that researchers consider 
structural inequalities when assessing digital technologies.259 

There are strong ethical concerns about the ‘digital gap’ in 
relation to particular groups, and these require greater 
consideration. Longitudinal analyses might be more useful 
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than ‘snapshot’ studies, because they take into account the 
associations between different factors over time. For example, 
they could highlight how age, socio-demographic status and 
ethnicity influence digital technology access, and trends in 
digital divides over time. By paying greater attention to moral 
factors and ethical implications in future research, results should 
become more reliable.260 

In a 2018 report published by the Institute of Development 
Studies, the authors suggest that we could address varying digital 
attitudes and skills in society, improve digital skills and access to 
training, and close the digital gap, by:261 

•	 Developing a better understanding of digital skills, literacies, 
practices and the experiences, across various groups

•	 Exploring how aspects of the digital divide intersect with socio-
demographic variables, in particular for minority groups (e.g. 
people of Black, Asian and minority ethnic origin, disabled 
people, or people who lack digital literacy) 

•	 Developing diagnostic mechanisms, to analyse digital access 
barriers and opportunities, and create initiatives that target 
individual groups. 

Research indicates that policymakers should invest more in 
areas with high levels of socio-economic deprivation, to help 
people access or purchase digital technologies more efficiently, 
and gain access to public institutions for training and support 
with using those technologies.262 263 Some of the efforts that 
have already been made to achieve this are discussed below.

Developing ‘smart cities’ and ‘digital nations’

In London, the Greater London Authority (GLA) is striving to 
nurture the 'smartest' city in the world. 'Smart technologies' 
refers to artificial intelligence or devices such as smart TVs 
or smartphones that are often app-driven and connect to 
other devices or networks wirelessly, for example via Wi-Fi 
or Bluetooth. They use technology and data in ways that 
give people significant opportunities for connectivity and an 
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improved quality of life. Amongst other strategies and targets 
in the GLA's 2018 Smarter London Together is an ambition to 
‘enhance public Wi-Fi in the streets and public buildings, to 
assist those who live, work and visit London’.264 It is important 
that smart cities are viewed as a means to an end, as opposed 
to an end in themselves, to make cities more sustainable and 
cleaner and thereby benefit the population as a whole.265

The Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (DCMS) 
has invested £200 million in testbeds and trials across the UK, 
to analyse the methods by which 5G can enhance business 
productivity and growth.266 5G is the latest generation of 
wireless mobile network, which is not only faster than previous 
generations but also offers far greater connectivity between 
machines, objects and devices.

However, countries are now moving on from the idea of 
developing smart cities, to the concept of 'digital nations'. In this 
model, urban and rural citizens, businesses and governments live 
in a digital society that provides and generates socio-economic 
and political value for all. It is a more inclusive vision than the 
idea of smart cities. However, it is important that policymakers 
consider the wide range of societal needs, and the nuances of the 
digital divide when developing proposals at the national level.267

In a smart cities model, the urban transformation occurs on a 
localised level; but in a digital nation, intelligence and information 
are shared across regional boundaries to help improve citizens’ 
quality of life.

In a smart cities model, the urban transformation occurs on a 
localised level; but in a digital nation, intelligence and information 
are shared across regional boundaries to help improve citizens’ 
quality of life. The idea is that the digital nation consists of a 
network of smart cities that have addressed residents’ digital, 
social, personal, economic and professional needs, with 
significant impacts on outlying areas. However, digital nations 
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are still in their early stages, so the broader existing literature on 
smart cities still offers benefits for developing best practice.268

Protecting privacy and preventing fraud

Despite the growth of technological innovation in recent years, 
proving our identity in order to access online services can still 
be a time-consuming and challenging process. Whilst conducting 
transactions, we constantly need to prove our identity in order 
to prevent potential fraud. Meanwhile, there are legitimate 
concerns that the organisations that have access to our data 
are not always who they claim to me. Thus, work needs to be 
done in order to build greater trust between consumers and 
organisations, whilst maintaining privacy.269

To help address this issue, the UK Government has created a 
‘GOV. UK Verify’ platform. This is an online, secure and trusted 
system, designed to protect privacy and to prevent identity fraud. 
As a result, face-to-face identity checks, physical signatures on 
legal documents, and the requirement to send documents via 
post, have been either replaced or significantly reduced. This 
platform works with different organisations to help prove 
users’ identities, and currently has more than 3 million users.270

Improving sustainability

The UK Government has also committed to reducing emissions 
to ‘net zero’ by 2050,271 and has published a Sustainable 
Technology Strategy 2020 as part of this effort.272 It is important 
that developers of digital services think about how they can 
contribute to emission reductions. For example, Government 
Digital Services alone produce approximately 4,000 tonnes of 
carbon dioxide annually. In the light of this, there is a growing 
focus on cross-government collaboration to help reduce 
the amount of electricity required to run these services, and 
to collect more efficient data, in order to become more 
sustainable.273
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2.
Key themes and 
recommendations 
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Introduction to Part II
Digital inclusion, and initiatives for reducing digital inequalities, 
have been the subject of ongoing research, intervention and 
policy work. In a COVID-19 world, in which the internet is an 
essential resource for employment and social relationships, 
the need to address digital inequalities has become even more 
pressing. The current crisis illustrates the critical importance 
of ensuring that people have access to digital technologies 
and the internet at home: it has highlighted the fact that 
community resilience to the disruptive effects of a pandemic 
can be enhanced through technological innovation.274 

The UK Government is working towards increasing access to 
digital technology in the short term, and the UK’s major mobile 
and internet service providers have agreed to implement a 
series of measures to protect customers as a result of COVID-
19.275 For example, all providers removed data allowance caps 
on fixed broadband services during the UK’s lockdown.

Part II of this report builds on the interdisciplinary, pre-pandemic 
literature review outlined in Part I, bringing fresh, cross-sector 
perspectives and best-practice examples to the discussion. It 
presents key themes and ideas from the conversations held 
at the Cumberland Lodge conference on ‘Digital Inclusion: 
Bridging Divides’ in November 2019, and from the subsequent 
consultation convened virtually by Cumberland Lodge in 
March 2019, at the outset of the UK’s COVID-19 lockdown. 

These conversations focused on three key issues facing 
researchers, practitioners and policymakers in relation to digital 
inclusion in the UK today:

1.	 What does the term ‘digital skills’ really mean? This concept is 
contextual and subjective, and it may be perceived differently by 
different groups. Binary distinctions, such as digital ‘exclusion’ 
versus digital ‘inclusion’, are too simplistic and can result in 
important details being overlooked. Are there other, more 
nuanced, definitions?

6
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2.	 What is required for building ‘digital resilience’?

3.	 How might the concept of ‘digital resilience’ intersect 
with improvements in digital inclusion?
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Identifying digital exclusions

According to the Lloyds Bank 2019 UK Consumer Digital 
Index,276 some 4.1 million people in the UK have never used 
the internet (out of a population of around 67 million). 
Furthermore, 7.4 million people in the UK are considered 
‘limited users’: they have access to a smartphone and may use 
social media, but they do not have the digital skills to complete 
online forms. Since ‘digital literacy’ requires confidence and 
motivation, these users are vulnerable to digital exclusion.  

Research into public digital attitudes and understanding 
in the UK has revealed a gap between perceived personal 
benefits and the wider societal impact of technology. The 
think tank Doteveryone has identified six unintended 
consequences of the growth of digital technology:277 278

•	 Imbalance in the benefits of technology: The impacts 
of growth are felt unevenly. There is a lack of understanding 
amongst many citizens about how technology works and 
how it can benefit them, and a lack of representation 
amongst those developing the technologies. 

•	 Unforeseen uses: An example of this is when political and 
civic movements are adopted on an international scale. 

•	 Erosion of trust: There are often barriers to adopting 
technology in educational and employment environments. 

•	 Impact on the environment: Utilising 
technologies requires high energy consumption. 

•	 Changes in norms and behaviours: These can include lack 
of focus; changing relationships, including the development of 
more online relationships; and communication via emojis. 

•	 Displacement and societal shifts: The automation of 
jobs previously carried out by people is one example.

Examinations of digital inclusion and exclusion illustrate how 
digital skills, access to digital technologies, social inequalities 

7
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and poverty intersect, which is why solutions need to be both 
top-down and bottom-up. Society needs to be mindful of the 
wider societal consequences and ramifications of technological 
change – and how these impact on different communities. 

The pace and scale of digital-technology expansion can increase 
socio-economic inequalities. In response, the ‘Digital Social 
Inclusion Model’ highlights the need for people to have the 
relevant skills as well as equal opportunities to utilise digital 
technologies.279 Digital platforms require a blended approach: 
they need to be consistent and accessible, whilst fitting a 
community’s specific characteristics and requirements.

Positive interventions
A wide range of organisations are involved in reducing 
inequalities in access to digital technology – thereby 
reducing digital inequalities. The Good Things Foundation, 
for example, is a digital inclusion charity that works with 
organisations to promote fundamental digital changes in 
communities around the world. Its programmes include:

•	 NHS Widening Digital Participation: drawing on 
community networks to support people in accessing 
National Health Service (NHS) digital health services and 
information. Over the first six years of the programme 
(2013-19), some 550,000 people were supported. 

•	 Be Connected: an Australian programme, delivered 
in partnership with the government, seeking to tackle 
digital exclusion amongst people aged 50 or older, by 
connecting community organisations through grants, 
online training and resources, and networking events.

•	 AbilityNet: aiming to support everyone to achieve 
work goals through technology, in education or at home, 
by providing specialist advice services. This includes 
work with blue-chip companies, such as Barclays, to 
design and manage more accessible websites.280
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Recommendations

1.	 Develop a society-wide commitment to a future digital 
society and further digital innovation 

It is challenging to predict which digital skills will be required 
in the future. Emerging technologies such as artificial 
intelligence (AI) and virtual reality will influence the job 
market and careers. According to BAE Systems, 47% of those 
aged 16–24 believe that their future role does not yet exist. 
However, only 18% believe themselves to be equipped with 
the necessary skills that these careers might require.281

A detailed and thorough policy approach, underpinned by 
significant investment, could help to address gaps in digital skills 
attainment and provision. This should begin with an adequate 
school education – particularly crucial in a post COVID-19 world 

– in which online teaching and virtual learning play significant roles, 
and teachers are trained accordingly.282 The development of 
digital literacy from an early age will be increasingly important.

Employers should utilise employees’ digital skills via efficient and 
effective work interventions and practices.283 The European 
Commission (EC), for example, has proposed a Digital Europe 
Programme to address the digital skills gap, which might inform 
UK policy, post-Brexit.284 In the UK, the All-Party Parliamentary 
Group (APPG) on Digital Skills has also launched a call for 
evidence on the impact that COVID-19 is having on society.285 

2.	 Adopt a ‘co-design’ process to integrating technologies 
into everyday routines, taking into consideration user 
differences

A co-design process highlights previously unknowable 
consequences of digital technologies, involving people 
with different forms of lived experience in all co-design 
phases. By considering wide-ranging factors – such as age, 
culture, gender, ethnicity and socio-economic background – 
effective multi-perspective approaches can be developed.
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One example of good practice is ‘mHabitat’, an organisation 
which supports co-design and person-centred digital innovation 
in health and social care through collaboration between 
service users, organisations and practitioners.286 Another 
is the development of the UK’s ‘Diversability Card’, which 
entitles cardholders to certain discounts, whilst improving 
disability awareness amongst businesses and industries.287

3.	 Help to reduce digital inequalities by investing in greater 
digital literacy

Policy, research and interventions into digital inequality should 
use a broad definition of digital literacy, which includes skills, 
knowledge, access and ICT use. 

Interventions and policies traditionally focus on the technical 
aspects of digital citizenship. It is vital, however, that soft 
skills – such as social communication – should be addressed as 
well, since inequalities in digital literacy can have a detrimental 
impact on economic, cultural, social and personal wellbeing.288

In 2015, Ellen Helsper suggested that interventions should 
focus on addressing social, rather than digital, exclusions, 
in order to achieve desired outcomes. She recommended 
four key steps for reducing digital inequalities:289

1.	 Identify the main challenges that specific groups and communities 
face in relation to personal wellbeing, economic, cultural, civic 
and social outcomes.

2.	 Identify the extent to which digital exclusion in such groups is 
associated with motivation, skills and access to digital technology, 
and examine the impact these may have on desired outcomes.

3.	 Find and connect with the most appropriate organisations and 
locations for helping these digitally excluded groups

4.	 Evaluate whether digital engagement initiatives that target these 
groups specifically succeed in improving people's economic, 
social, civic, cultural and personal wellbeing.
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‘Digital natives’ and 
the digital divide

Existing challenges and inequalities in disadvantaged 
communities can persist, even when new digital technologies are 
introduced. Unless these inequalities are considered alongside 
the introduction of innovative digital technology, whenever 
organisations such as the NHS utilise digital apps to engage with 
target audiences, they risk further disadvantaging groups that are 
already struggling.290  

The term ‘digital inclusion’ is not static, but evolving and 
contextual; discussions around digital inclusion need to consider 
digital access in relation to affordability, availability, ability and 
equality.

‘Generation Z’
‘Generation Z’ refers to those born between the mid-1990s 
and the early 2010s, whose upbringing has been marked by 
the availability of advanced digital technology.291 Within this 
generation, children aged 8–15 years are spending twice as much 
time online compared to children of the same age a decade ago.292 

Members of Generation Z are frequent users of the internet and 
are wedded to online communication: more than 90% would 
be upset if they had to give up the internet as a punishment.293

There is an assumption that all young people are inevitably 
‘digital natives’, but (as discussed in Part I, on pages 16–18) 
this oversimplifies the digital-inclusion debate, because 
intersectionality regarding factors such as poverty and 
exclusion must be considered. Digital exclusion still affects 
young people and it can exacerbate social inequalities 
they already face. Young people’s use of digital technology 
must, therefore, be assessed in relation to other factors. 

8
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Policymakers and practitioners need to understand how 
technologies influence young people’s social relationships and 
growth (rather than simply quantifying daily digital consumption), 
and analyse the skills that young people across backgrounds and 
circumstances need in order to thrive in a digital environment.

Recommendations

4.	 Focus digital innovation policy on ‘micro-actions’ 
that are tailored to specific circumstances, rather 
than pursuing a ‘one-size-fits-all’ approach 

In the UK’s 2019 General Election, 47% of 18–24 year-olds 
voted, compared to a national average of 61%.294 Since younger 
people are, traditionally, less likely to vote than older citizens, 
digital technologies might be employed to engage them in 
political participation. The digital media environment could 
be harnessed to socialise young people into different forms 
of voter behaviour – including participation in elections, 
when used strategically and in a targeted fashion.295  

Digital spaces for people from more deprived socio-economic 
backgrounds also ought to be designed carefully to remain 
accessible, with fit-for-purpose technology that permits 
people and groups to develop a sense of ownership.

5.	 Facilitate a ‘digital resilience’ shift, in education and 
other provisions, so that parents and teachers are better 
equipped to support resilience-building amongst young 
people

Young people, especially, need to know how to manage and 
curate their ‘digital self ’ securely and effectively. Digital resilience 
can be defined as digital competency, combined with the social 
and emotional literacy required to manage online risks.296

Management of risk depends on factors including:

•	 Recognition of the risk

•	 The severity and impact of the risk
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•	 The risk mitigation techniques chosen

•	 The implementation of the risk mitigation.

Although the ICT curriculum is compulsory in the UK, children 
from lower socio-economic backgrounds, in particular, can 
struggle to develop the independent digital skills required 
to achieve literacy. According to Bright Little Labs, digital 
technology needs to be more accessible, in order for children to 
be invested in it.297

Encouragement from education, positive role-models and 
resources are important, as better online representation of 
young people – their lives and aspirations – can encourage them 
to develop their digital skills.
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e-Voting in a digital society

e-Voting needs effective implementation. Although many 
countries, including the UK, have yet to implement a robust 
online voting system, Estonia is setting the standard for 
e-government and digital society. Despite being a small nation 
of just over 1 million people, it has achieved a reputation as a 
global leader in digital-technology development and application. 
The Estonian 'i-Voting' system has been in use since 2005, with 
citizens casting their votes via smartphone or PC. Although 
Estonia experienced a nationwide cyber-attack in 2007, the 
government and the community took effective steps to secure 
the systems. Since then, digital security has remained a top 
priority.298

Recommendations

6.	 Investigate opportunities for online voting and harnessing 
digital technologies to increase political participation

There is scope to increase political participation in UK elections 
through innovative voting methods, such as an online ballot. 
Marginalised communities are often less likely to become 
involved in political participation. People who are disabled 
or unable to leave home may find voting by proxy useful. 
Since digital technology can encourage people to become 
more politically active,299 300 online voting could support this 
trend, whilst enhancing accessibility. Social media platforms 
also provide new avenues for political engagement.301

According to the ONS, approximately 6% of respondents aged 
18 years old and over identified themselves as non-internet 
users,302 so there is still a need to expand digital literacy and 
digital-technology use. Other countries have been evolving their 
e-government systems. For example, in Italy, e-procurement 
has reduced government costs by $3 billion, leading to both 
higher-quality and more cost-effective government services.303 

9
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The Estonian example, mentioned above, could serve as a role 
model. The necessary infrastructure and investment must 
be guaranteed for successful implementation. However, it is 
important to understand key distinctions between the UK and 
Estonia: whilst the UK has a population of 66 million, Estonia has 
a population of just over 1 million, and technology has become an 
important dimension of nation-building following independence 
from the Soviet Union.304  

7.	 Incorporate verification methods and safeguards into 
online voting, to enhance security and safety, and to help 
allay concerns about data protection, fraud and anonymity, 
whilst maintaining accessibility

One crucial area of concern around online voting, however, 
regards security and safety. In the UK, voter verification is 
not currently required at polling stations and there is limited 
evidence of electoral fraud.305 However, the Government is 
currently considering plans to implement voter identity checks 
at them.306 Ideas for addressing security concerns around online 
voting could include verification methods such as usernames 
and passwords, mobile pin codes or the GOV.UK Verify identity 
assurance system.

Online voting systems need to be robust, secure and closely 
monitored, in order to ensure data confidentiality, and potential 
safeguards could include:

•	 A ‘repeat voting’ system − where only the last vote will 
count, to prevent people casting more than one vote

•	 Blockchains − where records are stored in a secure, 
transparent and decentralised way

•	 Public bulletin boards − an online public area to help ensure 
that the correct amount of votes are received.307 

In seeking to develop a ‘digital society’, transparency around 
data storage and access are paramount, and data minimisation 
and centralisation are key to this. The Pirate Party in the UK has 
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developed a framework around Digital Rights, to help protect 
citizens’ digital rights.308

One of the benefits of the current voting system is anonymity. 
With online voting, this would be harder to achieve, and so safety 
and privacy concerns must be considered, in order to achieve 
widespread acceptance. 

Despite online safety concerns, most people already have some 
kind of digital identity and presence. Management of this needs 
to be made more sophisticated and robust, and people need to 
know how their digital data will be used. For example, the UK 
Government’s 2019 Online Harms White Paper, outlines plans for a 
new system of accountability for technology companies.309 This 
report discussed the importance of ‘Responsible and Ethical 
Technology,’ which led to the development of a Centre for Data 
Ethics and Innovation within the Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media & Sport, to create a ‘governance regime for data-driven 
technologies.’310

It is vital that verification methods and safeguards do not become 
another barrier to digital inclusion. People should be supported 
in gaining a better understanding of why they are in place and 
how they work, and this should start in the education system.
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Culture and the 
digital divide

The digital divide has an impact on how people interact societally, 
including their cultural participation, which was described by 
Tony Bennett, in 2001, as:311

The ways in which ethnically-marked differences in cultural 
tastes, values and behaviours inform not just artistic and media 
preferences but are embedded in the daily rhythms of different 
ways of life; and of the ways in which these connect with other 
relevant social characteristics – those of class and gender, for 
example.

Cultural participation varies according to different demographic 
factors. The digitisation of content can support more inclusive 
access to cultural resources – for example through virtual 
museums. London’s Tate Modern developed the ‘Tate Digital 
Strategy 2013–2015: Digital as a Dimension of Everything’. This 
suggested greater utilisation of digital channels and platforms, 
to provide rich content and enhanced accessibility for new and 
existing visitors.312

Museums have usually relied on a ‘top-down’ approach to 
digitising content, with the aim of enhancing access, first and 
foremost.313 However, this can ignore, or bypass, existing 
community relationships and might risk higher levels of digital 
exclusion.314 Whilst museums and heritage institutions often 
invite members of the public to participate in the establishment 
of a new digital collection, this can be limited to passive 
responses, rather than involving a deeper dialogue that would 
permit people to define and present their heritage and culture in 
accordance with their own values.315

10
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Recommendation

8.	 Make arts and cultural sector websites and online content 
more accessible, to help reduce inequalities in access

As explored in Part I of this report (see page 23), the Department 
for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport has stated that: ‘simply 
making digital content available does not mean that audiences 
will automatically engage’.316 The arts and culture sector can do 
more to tackle digital inequalities - for example, by undertaking 
‘action research’, which involves working with representatives 
from digitally excluded groups, alongside policymakers 
and practitioners, to enhance digital content and improve 
accessibility. Collaborating with schools could also result in more 
young people having access to digital cultural resources as part of 
their formal education.
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Digital social innovation 

According to a 2019 United Nations report, the concept of 
the ‘digital welfare state’ is gaining ground in many countries. 
This involves ensuring that citizens can benefit from digital 
technologies, experience a more efficient society and improved 
wellbeing. However, there is a risk that digital data and 
technologies might be used to generate profit for corporations, 
and that technology companies effectively operating in a ‘human 
rights free-zone’ might lead to the development of a ‘digital 
welfare dystopia’.317

Governments face various challenges in realising a safe and 
effective ‘digital welfare state’. For example, the use of digital 
technologies and Artificial Intelligence (AI) can, and should, be 
developed, to reduce wellbeing disparities amongst those who 
already suffer from deprivation. This is because it can be used 
to provide knowledge, support, healthcare, education and 
interventions to people via their computers and mobile phones. 
However, access to digital technologies will not automatically 
reach the most deprived communities and reduce inequality. 
There are two crucial considerations here:318

•	 The assumption of an automatic ‘bridging of the digital divide’ 
should be critiqued, since the gap between the digitally included 
and the digitally excluded is actually widening.

•	 Organisations should focus on how digital technologies can be 
used to support the poorest and the most marginalised.

Responsible technological innovation and implementation 
(including the development of AI) require trust and predictability 
amongst users, and rely on appropriate political, legal and ethical 
frameworks. This will be best achieved if industry, communities 
and research work together to develop unified common 
standards.319

11
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Recommendation

9.	 Governments should target data transparency, as digital 
rights and privacy matter

According to a recent report published by Doteveryone (2020), 
despite concerns, 47% of people sign up to digital services. This 
is because some citizens believe that companies will use their 
data in whatever way they want. Citizens should be able to 
understand how, and for what purpose, data are collected.320 

Furthermore, they should be able to view and correct any 
identifiable data that are collected.321 In 2018, for example, 
the European Union adopted the ‘General Data Protection 
Regulation’ (GDPR), which guarantees that people have the 
right to regain control of their data, receive information 
on any data that are held on them, and demand that such 
information be removed from online platforms.322  

GDPR is a model for data privacy and transparency, since 
it places citizens and their control over data at the centre of 
legislation. Nevertheless, challenges remain. In 2019, 57% of 
UK businesses had failed to implement precautions to protect 
data in line with GDPR regulations. One way in which this 
could be managed would be to devise ‘electronic document 
management’ software to assist with GDPR compliance.323

Once the Brexit transition period ends on 31 December 2020, 
EU GDPR will no longer apply to the UK. However, the UK 
Government has issued the ‘Data Protection, Privacy and 
Electronic Communications (Amendments etc.) (EU Exit) 
Regulations 2019’, to merge the requirements of the EU GDPR 
with the Data Protection Act 2018 and form a data protection 
regime that will be implemented in the UK, post-Brexit.324 
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Future implications
The digital inclusion/exclusion narrative presents a pressing 
challenge. The various socio-economic factors that affect 
digital exclusion need to be better understood. It cannot be 
assumed that the expansion of digital society is an inevitable 
trajectory and ambition for all; some people choose to 
remain digitally excluded.325 In some cases, this decision is 
informed by a community’s cultural values or practices. 

Digital-inclusion initiatives must be sensitive, strategic 
and outcome-focused: people and communities need 
to be shown what they can achieve by being online; but 
policymakers, businesses and third-sector groups also need 
to understand people’s specific requirements and aspirations. 
For many, the risks associated with digitalisation remain a 
key concern. Offline alternatives will still be needed, if we 
are to allow people to retain a sense of autonomy over 
their lifestyle and choices. For example, employers should 
offer both online and offline options for job applications. 

In a 2014 article on inequalities in digital literacy, Ellen Helsper 
identified six key considerations for digital inclusion policies, 
which are quoted below:326 

1.	 'Identify what the main social challenges and the desired 
outcomes are in terms of social inclusion and equality.

2.	 'Identify which socio-demographic and socio-cultural groups 
are marginalised in terms of economic, social, civic, cultural and 
personal well-being outcomes.

3.	 'Identify to what extent these groups’ digital exclusion in terms 
of access, skills, motivation and content/engagement inhibits 
reaching the desired outcomes.

4.	 'Identify the best organisations and locations to reach and help 
those most in need.

5.	 'Provide resources to organisations and people in these locations 
to lift the barriers to digital inclusion, as identified under step 3 
for the specific challenges faced by these groups.

12
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6.	 'Evaluate the implementation and success of these initiatives, by 
noting whether the groups improved their economic, social, civic, 
cultural and personal wellbeing as a result of their increased 
digital engagement.'

As reported by the Culture, Media and Sport Commons 
Select Committee, in July 2020, in its Impact of COVID-19 
on DCMS Sectors: First Report, 25 million customers with 
pay-as-you-go mobile contracts are vulnerable to digital 
and data poverty, due to the high costs of data and a lack of 
places from which to access free WiFi during lockdown.327

Additionally, the All-Party Parliamentary Group on Digital Skills 
published a report, in June 2020, on The Impact of COVID-19 and 
Lessons Learned for Improving Digital Skills in the Future. It proposes 
a series of recommendations to Government, in light of the 
COVID-19 pandemic, including: investing in initiatives that seek to 
widen access to digital devices and connectivity; creating lifelong 
learning hubs in partnership with local and central government, 
Local Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), employers, educators, 
charities and communities; and making a greater commitment 
to developing infrastructure to support digital inclusion.328

Recommendations

10.	 Preserve physical access to information, services and 
resources, whilst continuing to develop accessible digital 
technologies

Although it is important that systems and services (e.g. 
e-government services) are further digitalised, there is still a 
need for alternative options to be maintained alongside digital 
opportunities. Developing appropriate (accessible) technology is 
important for helping to reduce digital inequalities, but it is only 
one part of the solution. 

Owing to the nature of technological change, the divide is 
not static but is constantly shifting, and new analyses and 
interventions need to be developed in response. For example, as 
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5G networks are introduced, public libraries with PC terminals 
available for general use are closing, and people without access 
to a smartphone might experience reduced opportunities for 
digital participation. 

There remains a need to provide – and subsidise – physical access 
to information and resources for marginalised groups, such 
as people living in poverty, disabled people and unemployed 
people.329 In light of lessons from the COVID-19 pandemic, the 
Welsh Government has committed to providing £3 million to 
support ‘digitally excluded’ learners.330

11.	 Create appropriate frameworks for responsible digital 
governance and e-citizenship

Digital skills need to be nurtured and developed to promote 
greater inclusion, but the rate of change is so fast that future 
skills requirements are uncertain. This presents a conundrum. 
It is not enough to expect people to adapt to technological 
transformation; there is a need for channels that permit groups 
and people to be proactive in designing the trajectory of that 
change. Consultations, or other ways of involving users, are 
desirable; they offer a sense of autonomy and elicit ethical 
questions around digital technology. Creativity and innovation 
will be required alongside digitalisation.

When used strategically, social networking platforms can 
enhance users’ digital skills,331 but it is important to understand 
the technology and its limitations for promoting social inclusion 
and cohesion. On the one hand, social networks can contribute 
to greater wellbeing through higher levels of connectedness and 
co-operation, whilst on the other, they can contribute to social 
problems relating to overexposure, phishing or cyber-bullying.332 
333 334   

Responsible digital governance goes beyond the introduction 
of digital services. The implementation of e-government 
services and digital democracy requires a profound change 
in the relationship between the state, public institutions and 
citizens. Future research is required, in order to explore 
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how e-governance can enhance direct democratic decision-
making, whilst being mindful of the new challenges that digital 
government brings, and public concerns around privacy and 
security.335

One way of increasing public trust and public understanding 
around data handling might be to introduce a ‘digital passport’, as 
a contract between citizens, state institutions and private bodies. 
This idea builds on an existing individual ‘digital skills passport’, 
which illustrates the ICT skills and development of each 
individual. Through high levels of transparency and accountability, 
trust between citizens and the state can be maintained.336 

A robust digital society requires the protection of citizens’ basic 
rights, based on a social contract of trust and co-operation. 
Citizens should also have the power to obtain copies of personal 
data held on them, in a standardised format. 

In response to the COVID-19 pandemic, the United Nations 
Department of Economic and Social Affairs has devised a ‘Digital 
Government Policy Response to COVID-19’ that provides useful 
guidelines, and these are listed below:337  

In the short term:

•	 Use digital platforms to provide timely and accurate information 
to the public 

•	 Encourage two-way communication and e-participation 

•	 Protect people’s digital privacy and consider the consequences of 
digital technologies. 

In the mid-term:

•	 Develop multi-stakeholder partnerships between local, regional 
and national levels. 

In the long term:

•	 Invest in innovative technologies (i.e. AI, drones, blockchain), 
which can lead to increased digital resilience in public services

•	 Review the data protection and privacy legislation alongside 
lessons learned.
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12.	 Implement both 'top-down' and ‘bottom-up’, formal and 
informal interventions, to support greater digital literacy 
and responsible citizenship

Organisations and local authorities need to target communities 
that need particular support with development digital skills 
Educators should be empowered to teach digital skills and 
encourage students to explore the advantages of technological 
innovation – and how they can shape trajectories of change 
themselves. Children and teenagers should be equipped with 
an understanding of technology that permits them to critically 
assess digital transformations and the impact of growing online 
communities on society, more broadly. 

Digital education – learning about digital technologies, how to 
utilise these efficiently and developing digital skills – needs to be 
positioned as a core aspect of the curriculum. To reduce tensions 
between social contexts at home and in school, families will 
also need support, in order to provide a constructive learning 
environment that extends beyond the classroom. This is more 
vital than ever during the COVID-19 pandemic, where children 
are having to continue with their education at home. Not only 
do children have to have access to the relevant digital technology, 
but teachers need to be supported, in order to be able to 
provide adequate online learning. According to the Sutton Trust, 
69% of private school teachers are prepared for delivering online 
teaching, compared to 40% of teachers in the state sector.338   

Providing people with tailored support to develop their digital 
skills and digital literacy is key to leading positive change. Public 
libraries are well placed to be transformed into key institutions 
for providing access, resources and training. However, there 
are limits on computer time in public libraries, and this may 
need to be rectified – particularly in light of COVID-19.339   

The Government should further support non-profit 
organisations that provide training opportunities for excluded or 
marginalised groups.340 This should be informed by research that 
involves working closely with the community, in order to build a 
more nuanced understanding of digital inequalities. Developing 
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digital skills is a lifelong process and not limited to formal 
education. 

Online communities can also play a part in fostering informal 
connected learning. According to a 2013 publication on Connected 
Learning: An agenda for research design, ‘connected learning’ 
refers to: ‘learning that is socially embedded, interest-driven, 
and orientated toward educational, economic, or political 
opportunity’.341

‘Digital champions’ are those, from various backgrounds and 
communities – often volunteers – who help others to understand 
and develop their skills in using digital technologies and the 
internet.342 They play a critical role in developing peer support 
and helping people to understand the benefits of technological 
change. Digital champions help people and communities to 
improve their confidence and overcome perceived barriers to 
use and participation. Ideas for ensuring that digital champions 
can be successfully embedded in communities and organisations 
include:343

•	 Harnessing organisational and structural communication 
channels within organisations, to highlight the importance of 
essential digital skills for staff and clients

•	 Developing strong relationships with organisations that are 
committed to addressing digital inclusion needs

•	 Introducing integrated assessments of digital needs, to inform 
personalised digital support for a particular client, team or 
individual.

•	 Training digital champion volunteers, with funding support at a 
national level.344

13.	 Carry out further cross-sector research into the 
complexities and intersectionality of digital exclusion and 
inclusion, to help inform effective responses

In order to resolve digital inequalities, more data are required 
on the realities of digital exclusion and inclusion, including 
contextual sociological and cultural factors. The Lloyds Bank 



66

annual UK Consumer Digital Index Survey provides important 
insights, but collects very little data on ethno-religious, cultural 
and socio-economic variables.

Definitions of digital inclusion and exclusion also need to be clear, 
concise and consistent, both in order to provide meaningful 
comparative data and to design effective interventions. It is 
important to reflect consistently on what works and what 
does not. This will make it easier for innovators, businesses, 
policymakers and the public to work towards shared goals.

Collaborative projects that involve academia, government, 
the third sector and private businesses are likely to be the 
most successful in achieving greater digital inclusion. Initiatives 
such as Future.Now involve a coalition of companies and 
organisations, which work with government to enhance digital 
skills. This focus on implementing a cultural and behavioural 
shift is the most likely to lead to long-term positive changes.345
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