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Executive summary: 
Research findings and policy 
recommendations
Technological change permeates most areas of society and many different aspects of 
our lives. The increasing utilisation of information and communication technologies 
(ICTs), such as the Internet, across all sectors of society has led many to conceive of 
Britain and other advanced industrial economies as Information Societies. While it 
is difficult to imagine that anyone in a modern leading economy like Britain is not 
affected by new ICTs, not everyone is equally well served. Many individuals and 
households, for example, do not use the Internet. Does this matter? What difference 
does it make?

This study explores the social implications of exclusion from the information society 
by examining the best empirical data available for the UK in 2008. The findings 
indicate that technological forms of exclusion are a reality for significant segments 
of the population, and that, for some people, they reinforce and deepen existing 
disadvantages. Technology is so tightly woven into the fabric of society today that 
ICT deprivation can rightly be considered alongside, and strongly linked to, more 
traditional twentieth century social deprivations, such as low income, unemployment, 
poor education, ill health and social isolation. To consider ICT deprivation as 
somehow less important underestimates the pace, depth and scale of technological 
change, and overlooks the way that different disadvantages can combine to deepen 
exclusion. 

Study approach

This study explored the relationship between digital and social disadvantage in 
the UK. It brought together three major datasets, based on multiple independent 
surveys conducted by the Oxford Internet Institute (OII), the UK Office for National 
Statistics (ONS), and the Office of Communications (Ofcom), enabling a replication of 
indices and analyses to validate the central findings. For each set of data, the team 
developed a set of indices of social and digital disadvantage, and then explored the 
strength and nature of the relationship between them.

Digital disadvantage was measured based on an index constructed from an 
individual’s location of access, such as at home or elsewhere; quality of access, 
as measured by access to broadband; attitudes towards ICTs (predominantly the 
Internet), and the different types of activities undertaken using the Internet. Similarly, 
social disadvantage was measured based on an index constructed from health, 
employment, income, education and other social status measures. Various statistical 
techniques from simple correlation and association analysis to multivariate and 
principle component analysis have been conducted. The sections that follow provide 
a summary of the results and interpretation, and full supporting data and analyses. 
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Linking digital and social disadvantage

Across all three datasets, there was a strong, statistically significant association 
between the social disadvantages an individual faces and their inability to access and 
use digital services. Those who are most deprived socially are also least likely to 
have access to digital resources such as online services. For example:

• One in 10 of the adult population (9%), amounting to four million people, 
suffer ‘deep’ social exclusion, a severe combination of social disadvantages, and 
have no meaningful engagement with Internet-based services.

• three out of four of those who suffer ‘deep’ social exclusion, have only limited 
engagement with Internet-based services. This extrapolates to about 13 per 
cent of the UK’s population, or about six million adults.

Figure 1 illustrates how digital and social disadvantage are related on the two indices 
developed for this study.

Figure 1. Levels of digital and social exclusion.
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Deep social exclusion consists of a combination of no or little education, low income, unemployment, health 
problems, and low social status (health problems data missing in 2003). Deep digital exclusion consists of no 
access or access only outside the home, no or low quality (dial-up) access at home, negative attitudes towards 
technologies, and a limited use of the Internet (only one or two types of activities performed).

Those who suffer deep social disadvantage are up to seven times more 
likely to be disengaged from the Internet than are those who are socially 
advantaged. An analysis over time indicates that this dual exclusion is not 
improving, although neither does it appear to be significantly deteriorating. 
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Overcoming digital inequalities

Across the three independent surveys (OII, Ofcom and ONS) there are clear exceptions 
to the general pattern, such as people who, despite their social backgrounds, were 
either unexpectedly engaged with or disengaged from the Internet. 

(i) The unexpectedly engaged

Those who were socially disadvantaged and yet engaged with the Internet tended to 
be younger, single, were somewhat more likely to have a higher level of educational 
attainment, have children, and were not retired, separated or widowed. Furthermore, 
disadvantaged people from certain ethnic groups, particularly of Afro-Caribbean 
origins, tended to be more highly engaged with the Internet than expected purely 
on the basis of their social disadvantages. These results indicate that some individuals 
within socially disadvantaged groups are capable of overcoming barriers to digital 
engagement.

(ii) The unexpectedly disengaged

Analyses of the backgrounds of those who are more disengaged from the Internet 
than expected on the basis of their social advantages, show that these individuals 
tend to live in rural rather than urban areas, be older, unemployed and less likely to 
live in a household with children. Table 1 provides a summary of these groups.

Table 1

Unexpectedly Engaged Unexpectedly Disengaged

Those who are generally socially disadvantaged but 
unexpectedly digitally engaged tend to:

• be younger

• be single

• have higher educational outcomes

• have children

• not be retired, separated or widowed

• be from certain ethnic groups eg Afro-Caribbean

Those who are generally socially advantaged and 
unexpectedly digitally disengaged tend to:

• live in rural areas

• be older

• be unemployed

• be less likely to live in a household with children

Improving some factors, such as educational achievement, employment and rural 
access can appear to influence whether a person is unexpectedly engaged or 
disengaged. This indicates that policies to support social inclusion can therefore 
support digital engagement.

However, an element of this is also down to people clearly making an informed 
‘digital choice’ – this is particularly true of the unexpectedly engaged who, in contrast 
to their peers with similar social backgrounds, have chosen to use the Internet. 
Similarly, some who are unexpectedly disengaged may have made a conscious 
‘digital choice’ not to use the Internet. There is evidence that digital choices are 
driven by cultural factors and the social context of individuals,1 which influence the 

1 Dutton, W.H., Shepherd, A. and di Gennaro, C. (2007) ‘Digital Divides and Choices Reconfiguring Access: National and Cross-
National Patterns of Internet Diffusion and Use’. In B.Anderson, M.Brynin, J.Gershuny and Y.Raban (Eds) Information and 
Communications Technologies in Society (Routledge: London), pp. 31–45.
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development of positive or negative attitudes towards technologies. Influencing 
digital choices is therefore not straightforward, and requires innovative and creative 
approaches to tackling attitudinal and cultural barriers. 

Steps toward fuller digital engagement

Across the surveys a clear ladder of sophistication in the use of the Internet 
emerged from the analyses. As the number of Internet activities a person engages 
with increases, so does the likelihood of them undertaking more intermediate and 
advanced activities. Activities that once would have been thought of as advanced, 
such as online purchasing, are now thought of as basic and commonplace. 
Furthermore, more advanced activities are associated with home and broadband 
access rather than access in the community. Multivariate descriptive and factor 
analyses identified the following clusters of basic, intermediate and advanced 
activities:

• Basic or Practical uses of the Internet are conducted by 15% of the population 
(22% of Internet users) and include information seeking, person to person 
communication, and shopping.

• Intermediate users who, as well as basic activities, use the Internet for 
participatory activities. Including government services, online financial services 
and individual networking applications like mailing lists and discussion boards, 
which allow individuals to interact within existing networks. 45% of the 
population (67% of Internet users) can be considered to be intermediate users.

• Advanced or Networking uses of the Internet are conducted by 8% of the 
population (11% of Internet users) and include active civic participation such as 
signing petitions, and social networking applications like Facebook, which allow 
individuals to interact with people beyond their immediate networks.

Figure 2 shows these steps:

Figure 2. Advancing steps of digital engagement.
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Barriers to fuller digital engagement

Analysis of social exclusion across the surveys indicated two important dimensions 
of social exclusion: social isolation and economic disadvantage. Both of these 
dimensions tend to be associated with a lack of basic/practical use of the Internet. 
However, these two dimensions are in addition linked to different forms of digital 
disadvantage: 

• The socially isolated emerge as being particularly excluded from the advanced/
networking resources of the Internet which have the potential to help them 
become less isolated.

• The economically disadvantaged are particularly excluded from intermediate/
participation resources of the Internet, including government services, and 
financial resources, which provide enhanced access to the services they need.

Figure 3 illustrates the findings based on a principal components analysis which 
mapped different types of digital engagement and different types of social inclusion 
and exclusion in a two dimensional space.

Figure 3. Map of links between social exclusion and digital engagement types.
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Additional analyses reinforce the finding that those who suffer specific social 
disadvantages are least likely to benefit from the very applications of 
technology that could help them tackle their disadvantage:

• A poor education is a barrier to accessing education and learning resources on 
the Internet.

• Being elderly (and more likely to be isolated, with constrained social networks) 
reduces the likelihood of benefiting from social applications of the Internet.
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• Having a disability (and potentially being less mobile) reduces the likelihood of 
accessing the Internet in general (which reduces the need for mobility).

• Being unemployed (and therefore more likely to be financially constrained) 
reduces the likelihood of benefiting from online buying (which could save 
money).

• Being retired, unemployed and having fewer educational achievements (and 
potentially being more dependent on government services and support) reduces 
the choice and the likelihood of benefiting from electronic government services 
(which can be more convenient and responsive than traditional services).

A greater number of socio-economic factors influence people’s use of more advanced 
applications such as social networking than those that influence basic applications 
such as information seeking. The barriers to digital engagement consequently 
increase as the application becomes more advanced.

ICT-poor environments

Social isolation and economic disadvantage also emerge as being linked to lack of 
engagement with other technologies. An analysis of ONS survey data which includes 
questions on electronic government found that:

• The socially isolated tend to have more limited access to more sophisticated 
technical devices and services. They are more likely to have simple, non-Internet 
enabled mobiles, non-interactive TV and, if they do have Internet access, are 
more likely to still use simple dial-up access. Usage and sophistication of use 
of the Internet is low. Furthermore, there is low use and low willingness to use 
government services online.

• The economically disadvantaged also have limited access to technology. The 
technology they are most likely to have is a TV or a DVD player. However, in 
contrast to the socially isolated they are more likely to try and seek out access 
to Internet-based services in libraries or places of education. They are also 
likely to make use of the limited resources that they do have. For example, 
there is evidence that the economically disadvantaged are likely to shop using 
their TV and even send email using digital TV. When asked, the economically 
disadvantaged do express some willingness to access government services 
electronically, for example using text messaging.

• Those suffering the deepest social disadvantage, where economic disadvantage 
and social isolation coincide, are likely to be limited to an analogue TV or have 
no technology at all. There is little use of the Internet and low willingness 
among this group to access government services online or via other electronic 
channels.

Conclusions and policy recommendations

The general implications of this study with special relevance to policy making and 
research practice are:
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1. Policies to support social inclusion can make a difference to engagement 
with technology.

Tackling poor educational attainment can increase engagement with the Internet, 
as it is a strong differentiator among the socially disadvantaged but unexpectedly 
engaged. Improving other factors, such as employment and rural access may also 
help to influence the socially advantaged but digitally disengaged. The presence 
of children is a big differentiating factor motivating people to become engaged 
with the Internet. This indicates that well-targeted programmes that provide home 
access to technology for disadvantaged pupils could have a significant impact if the 
programmes also reach out to parents. 

2. Online government initiatives are not reaching the most excluded.

This is not just about access. Government-related activities on the Internet such as 
to increase participation and electronic access to services are undertaken mostly by 
more sophisticated ICT users. Designers of government services need to understand 
that the socially and economically disadvantaged people who could benefit most by 
accessing their services will be the least likely to (be able to) use electronic means. 
This emphasises the need for multi-channel approaches that provide alternative 
ways of accessing services; mediated access to online services where there are no 
alternative non-electronic channels, and building people’s confidence and ability so 
that they have the choice to use them independently in the future.

3. Consideration of other available digital channels is particularly important 
for service designers to engage some socially disadvantaged groups. 

There seems to be some willingness to engage with other forms of technology 
among these groups, particularly via SMS and TV.

4. The potential for the Internet to address social isolation and economic 
disadvantage is largely untapped. 

The Internet is clearly not yet being put to work effectively to tackle these elements of 
social exclusion. Two areas particularly stand out for further work:

• The role of social networking applications to tackle social isolation.

• Government services and online financial services to support the economically 
disadvantaged.

Initiatives that directly bridge the gaps that exist between social applications of the 
Internet and communities that could benefit most from these applications should be 
a priority. For example, innovative social networking applications for the isolated and 
vulnerable elderly, engaging educational services for those with poor educational 
achievement; or financial applications (eg access to online shopping and selling, 
second hand markets like Freecycle, debt advice and benefits) for those who are 
economically disadvantaged.
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5. Access quality, locations of access and attitudes towards technologies 
remain important barriers and enablers that government and partners can 
influence. 

There is a continued need to support people and communities in accessing 
technology and in acquiring the literacy skills required to consume and produce 
digital media both at home and in the workplace.

6. Government and its partners need to focus on tackling key barriers and 
enablers for the most disadvantaged. 

Key barriers and enablers emerging from this analysis include:

• Extending home access – it is clear that more advanced activities are associated 
with home access rather than access in the community. So while access in the 
community is important – extending home access should be a priority.

• Access quality is also associated with more advanced applications – so 
improving access quality through next generation broadband policy can be an 
enabler to digital engagement.

7. Government and its partners need to address digital choices, as well as 
divides. 

Well-designed initiatives can address negative attitudes toward technologies and the 
Internet. The problems of access are cultural as well as economic – even when basic 
access to the Internet is solved there will be other barriers for socially excluded groups 
accessing the digital resources from which they could benefit.

Concluding remarks

This study has predominantly focused on the Internet, although the model and 
analyses proposed in this report are applicable and can be extended across other 
platforms such as TV and mobile phones. It is clear from the analysis that a multi-
platform approach to digital engagement will be more effective than a pure focus 
on the Internet. However, simply providing access to these platforms is not 
enough – digital disengagement is a complex compound problem involving 
cultural, social and attitudinal factors and in some cases informed ‘digital 
choice’. For service delivery, the mode of delivery ultimately matters less than the 
quality and cost-effectiveness. However, technology is playing a key role in improving 
the effectiveness and efficiency of services, and those who are able to access these 
services through electronic channels have a greater choice and a greater range of 
benefits available to them.

This study has shown that digital disengagement is persistent and related to social 
disadvantage. The implications of these findings indicate that digital disengagement 
is not simply an academic issue of little relevance to social policy – technology and 
social disadvantages are inextricably linked. This means that social policy goals will 
be increasingly difficult to realise as mainstream society continues to embrace the 
changes in our information society while those on the margins are left further 
behind – disengaged digitally, economically, and socially.





ISBN 978-1-4098-0616-5 9 7 8 1 4 0 9 8 0 6 1 6 5

ISBN 978-1-4098-0616-5


	Digital Inclusion: An Analysis of Social Disadvantage and the Information Society. Executive Summary
	Executive summary: Research findings and policy recommendations
	Study approach
	Linking digital and social disadvantage
	Overcoming digital inequalities
	Steps toward fuller digital engagement
	Barriers to fuller digital engagement
	ICT-poor environments
	Conclusions and policy recommendations
	Concluding remarks



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /FRA <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /PTB <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice




