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3.1 

Introduction: The Myth  
of a Free Digital Choice
The overall question throughout research 

on digital inequalities has mainly been what 

hinders or prevents individuals from en-

gaging voluntarily with ICTs by examining 

differences in access and usage. This is quite 

logic because initially ICTs were – similar 

to television or telephones – not much more 

than new and emerging technologies ready 

to be diffused and adopted (Rogers, 2003). 

Digital divide research consequently focused 

on studying socio-demographic character-

istics in relation to patterns of diffusion, 

adoption and usage (Barzilai-Nahon 2006; 

Hanafizadeh et al. 2009). This explains why 

the first findings pointed at a lack of physical 

access as a first and foremost characteristic 

of digital inequalities (NTIA 1999). Nowa-

days, many researchers assume ubiquitous 

connectivity as an enabling force for all. 

The overall picture for digital inclusion has 

become more complex, and a lack of motiva-

tion to engage with ICTs, insufficient digital 

skills, scarce resources and support, and 

limited opportunities regarding training, 

learning or usage have additionally been 

identified as key barriers (Brotcorne, Mertens 

and Valenduc 2009; Helsper 2012; Mariën 

and Van Audenhove 2011). What however 

has not evolved in the current theoretical 

frameworks and measurement schemes is 

the premise of the voluntary engagement 

with ICTs. The main focus still is if and to 

what extent people are choosing or willing to 

adopt and use ICTs (Tsatsou 2011). 

Our research, on which we build this 

contribution, has shown that this voluntary 

basis of engaging with ICTs is less and less 

valid in today’s Western societies (Mariën and 

Prodnik 2014; Mariën et al. 2013). Services are 

digitized at an ever-faster pace. Innovation 

cycles are succeeding rapidly and endlessly, 

leading to a continuous stream of new ICTs, 

applications and services. Access to institu-

tional processes, information streams, and 

employment or education opportunities, are 

increasingly being transformed into digital 

by default (Helsper 2011). Moreover, the use 

of ICTs is clearly set as the overall normative 

stance of how today’s Western societies are 

organized. Problematic in this regard is that, 

at first sight, public and private institutions 

are implementing the majority of these dig-

itization processes without an in-depth con-

sideration of those who are being victimized 

and set aside (Mariën and Prodnik 2014). This 

implies that the crucial question of research 

on digital inequalities is not who chooses to 

engage with ICTs and who does not, as if it 

were predetermined by choice but instead 

at which levels the digitization of society in 

all its forms is reinforcing or creating mech-

anisms of social exclusion. Ongoing digital 

developments are regarded as an important 

contributor to social stratification. In this 

sense, one has to follow the digital default 

or face social exclusion (Mariën and Prodnik 

2014; Crang et al. 2007).

Digital inequalities today transcend the 

idea of what Helsper (2008) has referred to 

as a free and informed digital choice, con-

ceptualized as the freedom of individuals to 

choose whether they engage with ICTs or not 

according to their own beliefs, desires, wants 

and needs. Digital inequalities evidently also 

apply to self-excluded non-users who volun-

tarily choose not to engage with ICTs, in spite 

of appropriate levels of access and skills. They 

are characterized by an overall lack of moti-
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of technologies are outdated and the need for 

a new approach is emerging. Also, it implies 

that merely using the perspective of digital 

inequalities – i.e. studying differences in 

access, usage, skills and other barriers – is 

insufficient and that additional examinations 

are needed of how, where and to what extent 

mechanisms of digital exclusion – i.e. imme-

diate societal disadvantages caused by digital 

inequalities – are at play. Therefore, this 

contribution approaches digital inequalities 

from a human rights perspective – e.g. the 

various rights that individuals are entitled 

to because they are necessary to ensure full 

participation in society. As such, this contri-

bution adds a new dimension to the current 

investigations of digital inequalities. Instead 

of looking at individual flaws, and the dynam-

ics behind these, this contribution examines 

the processes that are hindering or enabling 

commonly accepted entitlements. It will do so 

by delivering the following aspects:

A theoretical comparison of at-risk indica-

tors of social versus digital exclusion, distrib-

uted across five types of resources: economic, 

cultural, political, social and personal.

An in-depth reconsideration of the premis-

es, determinants and influential relations as 

presented in existing digital inequality frame-

works, see for example van Dijk’s model on 

resources and appropriation (2003), Gilbert’s 

model on the interconnectedness of urban 

and digital inequalities (2010), and Helsper’s 

corresponding fields model for digital exclu-

sion (2012). 

A critical view on the added value of a 

human rights perspective, and the referral to 

ICTs as entitlements.

As such, this contribution will provide a 

critical and in-depth analysis of how, in what 

life domains, in what particular spatial con-

vation and a negative attitude towards ICTs 

(Haddon 2000).  Particular in this regard is 

that many self-excluded non-users might 

indirectly be considered as users because 

they tend to rely on proxy-users to resolve 

their digital needs: other individuals – very 

often family members or friends – are using 

the Internet, digital services or other ICTs 

on their request (Gilbert 2010; Helsper 2008). 

However, whereas individuals might believe 

they are making a free digital choice, in reali-

ty their engagement with ICTs is determined 

by contextual factors such as the available 

infrastructure, pricing schemes or policies 

within a region, or cultural and social in-

fluences of one’s immediate surroundings 

(Helsper 2008; Townsend et al. 2013; Witte 

and Mannon 2010). In fact, this especially 

applies digitally excluded non-users living in 

poverty and in poorly connected rural areas 

(Michailidis et al. 2011). These individuals 

are non-users by force, but often – because 

of societal pressure and expected societal 

norms – prefer to claim they are non-users 

by choice instead of acknowledging their 

personal flaws and their inability to adapt to 

the overall digital norm of society (Witte and 

Mannon 2010). 

The assumption can thus be made that 

non-engagement, and the idea of making a 

free digital choice, has become nearly impos-

sible in today’s Western societies, due to the 

in-depth entanglement and ubiquity of ICTs 

within daily practices, routines and common 

public and private services. This implies that 

the premise of choosing to engage or not 

engage with ICTs is becoming oblivious and 

should no longer be considered as a valid 

entry point for studying digital inequalities. 

Consequently, theoretical models based 

upon appropriation theory or the diffusion 
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leads to social exclusion and vice versa. Thus 

creating a vicious cycle of exclusion mech-

anisms: “Social exclusion leads to digital 

exclusion, which in turn perpetuates and 

exacerbates that social exclusion.” (Warren 

2007, p. 379).

Notwithstanding that large-scale quanti-

tative studies seem to confirm the nature of 

the mutual relation between determinants of 

digital and social exclusion, doubt remains 

about the causality between both (Helsper 

2008; van Deursen 2010). Whereas quantita-

tive research indicates that socioeconomic 

status characteristics – age, gender, income, 

job status, ethnic background… – are amongst 

the main indicators for digital exclusion, 

more contextualized and often qualitative 

studies show a slightly different picture and 

draw attention to the distribution of support 

mechanisms and other types of economic, 

social and cultural resources. Moreover, these 

studies highlight that not all disadvantaged 

individuals are confronted with a high num-

ber of ICT-related barriers. On the contrary, 

they show that a vast part of these socially 

disadvantaged groups succeed rather well 

in using ICTs to their immediate advantage 

(Gilbert 2010; Mariën 2012; Schurmans and 

Mariën 2013). Simultaneously, other research 

indicates that mechanisms of digital exclu-

sion are even so present amongst advantaged 

– and thus unexpectedly digitally excluded 

groups – such as young people, high-educated 

elderly or middle-class families (Brotcorne 

et al. 2010; Haché and Cullen 2010; Hargittai 

2010; Livingstone and Helsper 2007). 

Consequently, the relation between digital 

and social exclusion is not as one-dimensional 

and straightforward as presumed and a 

revision of the causal relation between both is 

called for. Therefore, this contribution entails 

texts, and amongst which population groups 

old and new mechanisms of exclusion are 

being created by the digitization of society. 

3.2 
From Digital to Social  
Exclusion and Back: A  
Fundamental Questioning
Throughout the last decade, leading scholars 

have shown that digital exclusion is a highly 

complex and multidimensional phenomenon 

that is defined by various technology-related 

barriers and social exclusion mechanisms, 

both on individual and institutional level (Gil-

bert 2010; Helsper 2012; Tsatsou 2011; Witte 

and Mannon 2010; Zillien and Hargittai 

2009). On the one hand, ICT-related barriers 

such as a lack of physical and qualitative 

access, low levels of digital skills, little to no 

opportunities of use or a systemic lack of 

motivation to engage with ICTs have been 

identified as key disablers (Tsatsou 2011; van 

Dijk 2005; Mariën and Van Audenhove 2011). 

On the other hand, digital exclusion has been 

identified as a structural issue that is highly 

intertwined with mechanisms of social 

exclusion and as such, is related to aspects of 

social status, class and social stratification 

(Witte and Mannon 2010). According to van 

Dijk (2003, 2005) the so-called Matthew effect 

is clearly at play as advantaged groups within 

society continuously and systematically 

succeed in using ICTs to their immediate 

societal advantage whereas this is not or less 

the case for disadvantaged groups, thus rein-

forcing mechanisms of social exclusion and 

stratification. Moreover, the relation between 

digital and social exclusion is claimed to be 

bidirectional, stating that digital exclusion 
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Helsper’s (2008) categorization of five vital 

resources that are needed to ensure full 

digital and societal participation, namely 

personal, social, cultural, economic and 

political resources (Table 3.1). These five 

resources are based upon Bourdieu’s (1986) 

interpretation of human capitals and repre-

sent a simplified and manageable approach 

to studying mechanisms of inequality 

because they cover both macro and micro 

aspects. As such, the comparison and anal-

ysis of at-risk factors and characteristics 

across these five types of resources allows 

identifying if and how mechanisms of so-

cial and digital exclusion are intertwined. 

The overview as presented in Figure 3.1 

provides an in-depth understanding of the 

influential relation between social and digital 

exclusion and indicates, per type of resource, 

which at-risk factors coincide with one or 

more of the following dynamics: (1) social 

and digital exclusion are indirectly related 

(i.e. blue lines); (2) social exclusion is more 

prominent than digital exclusion (i.e. black 

a critical comparison of the characteristics of 

at-risk factors of digital and social exclusion; 

based upon the results of several theoretical 

and empirical studies realized by the authors, 

that focused on the conceptual evolution of 

the digital divide to digital exclusion (Mariën 

et al. 2010); the modeling of a multidimen-

sional framework for digital exclusion and 

digital inclusion policies (Mariën and Van 

Audenhove 2011; Mariën and Van Audenhove 

2012a, 2012b, 2012c); the exploration of the 

mutual dynamics and processes between 

digital and social exclusion (Mariën et al. 

2013); the structural causes of user disem-

powerment (Mariën and Prodnik 2014) and 

qualitative user-oriented research amongst 

several vulnerable groups, e.g. NEETs, people 

living in poverty, low-educated, unemployed 

and ethnic minorities (Mariën and Van 

Audenhove 2010; Mariën 2012; Salemink and 

Strijker 2014; Schurmans and Mariën 2013). 

To facilitate and structure this analysis, the 

at-risk factors and characteristics of digital 

and social exclusion were classified across 

Table 3.1 | Five Types of Resources

Personal resources Individual attributes that impact one’s ability to master ICTs or 
influence one’s societal status – e.g. wellbeing, personal values and 
attitudes, communication skills, soft skills and cognitive skills.

Social resources Rooted within one’s broader level of participation and compliance 
within society and one’s embedding in social capital networks – e.g. 
family composition, social support networks, societal norms. 

Cultural resources Related to or originated in one’s personal cultural background – e.g. 
gender, age, ethnicity, language – and to one’s cultural practices and 
norms, often influenced by the imminent and dominant culture within 
one’s immediate social environment. 

Economic resources The various aspects that have a decisive influence on one’s financial 
situation, such as employment, income, education and training op-
portunities, financial skills or economic opportunities. 

Political resources The regulatory framework in place – e.g. policies, infrastructure, 
social rights and socio-spatial characteristics – and one’s potential 
participation within decision-making processes and bodies. Conse-
quently, it also comprises reflections related to agency and structure.
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shows that indirect relations between social 

and digital exclusion are significantly less 

present than direct relations. 

lines); (3); social exclusion creates digital 

exclusion (i.e. green lines); and (4) digital 

exclusion reinforces social exclusion (i.e. red 

lines). The graphic overview in Figure 3.1 also 

Figure 3.1 | Dynamics of Social and Digital Exclusion: An Overview
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larger societal participation of populations 

with special needs (Bianchi et al. 2006). 

Similar dynamics can be identified with 

regards to the overall regulatory framework 

that applies to public service infrastructure 

and social rights. For example, the lack of a 

pro-active poverty check alongside new reg-

ulatory measures goes hand in hand with 

a lack of reflection about social exclusion 

mechanisms that are potentially caused 

by digitization processes of public and 

commercial services. Also, the absence 

of a social tariff for ICTs and the lack of 

recognition of ICT-access as a social right 

are an indirect aspect of the overall lack of 

social service infrastructure and mediation 

by professionals to enhance access to these 

infrastructures and resources. 

Indirect relations are also present with 

regards to the following at-risk factors: 

family composition, personal characteristics 

(i.e. gender, age, ethnicity), and normative 

injunctions (i.e. societal norms, cultural 

norms, values, attitudes and opinions). The 

comparison shows that these at-risk factors 

have a more stringent impact on social 

than on digital exclusion; yet they indirectly 

define one another. Characteristics such as 

family breakdown, substance abuse, a defi-

ant social identity, a lack of self-determina-

tion or a criminal or unstructured lifestyle 

are brought to the fore as direct causes and 

consequences of social exclusion (Commu-

nities and Local Government 2008; Haché 

and Cullen 2010; Helsper 2008; Emmel et 

al. 2006). Belonging to an ethnic minority, 

being a woman or an elderly person in many 

cases coincides with an increased risk of 

being socially excluded from various life 

domains (Jehoel-Gijsbers and Vrooman 

2007; Warren 2007). Experiencing social 

3.3 

Indirect Causes and  
Consequences:  
Defining Potential  
Exclusion Mechanisms

Indirect relations initially appear to apply 

to policy-related at-risk factors. Four at-risk 

indicators are at play with regards to both 

social and digital exclusion, namely: impact 

of regulatory framework, public service 

infrastructure, social rights and wellbeing. 

The concrete characteristics are however 

distinct. For example, for the at-risk indica-

tor wellbeing the characteristics of social 

exclusion are a lack of availability and access 

to care infrastructure and support, subject 

to substance abuse and a higher poverty risk 

amongst chronically ill individuals (Daly et 

al. 2008; Jehoel-Gijsbers and Vrooman 2007; 

Liamputtong 2007; Salemink and Strijker 

2012; Warren 2007). Digital exclusion on 

the other hand is characterized by a lack 

of usability standards, a lack of available 

and affordable adaptive technologies or a 

limited take-up of ICT-solutions for health 

issues (Boeltzig and Pilling 2007; Commu-

nities and Local Government 2008). Though 

both are grounded in the specific needs 

and requirements of individuals dependent 

on some kind of care and support, there 

appears to be no direct cause-effect relation. 

The lack of care infrastructure is no direct 

cause of design inequalities and vice versa. 

There is however an indirect influence. 

Regulating usability standards and the 

affordability of adaptive technologies would 

significantly improve the care and support 

infrastructure as they imply solutions to 

immediate ICT-related barriers and enable a 



58

Chapter 3

inclusion will become more important, and 

the costs of digital exclusion will become 

more apparent.”  

On the other hand, participating and liv-

ing in today’s society with no or very limited 

engagement with ICTs is still possible. More-

over, non-use can easily go hand in hand with 

an overall sense of wellbeing (Brants and 

Frissen 2003; van Deursen 2010). This implies 

that being digitally excluded can coincide 

with being socially included. Hence, the 

reasoning that personal characteristics and 

normative injunctions based upon individual 

choices or shaped by the social and cultural 

context have a more stringent impact on 

social than on digital exclusion. 

3.4 
Direct Causes and  
Consequences:  
Redefining Old and New 
Exclusion Mechanisms

The analysis presented in Figure 3.1 

indicates that the direct relation between 

social and digital exclusion is twofold. On 

the one hand social exclusion mechanisms 

are transmitted to digital exclusion. On the 

other hand digital exclusion mechanisms 

are reinforcing old and creating new mecha-

nisms of social exclusion. The at-risk factors 

of social exclusion that are continued, and 

moreover amplified in the digital field are 

related to skills (i.e. cognitive, social, soft, 

financial, language and education), finan-

cial strength (i.e. employment, income and 

economic opportunities), social support 

networks, socio-spatial inequalities and 

self-determination (i.e. agency, participa-

tion in decision-making bodies). For social 

exclusion is also characterized by a lack of 

sense of belonging to society, the inability to 

live according to common societal and cul-

tural norms or a lack of life satisfaction and 

overall wellbeing (Helsper 2008; Jehoel-Gi-

jsbers and Vrooman 2007; Lager et al. 2013; 

Witte and Mannon 2010). In the digital field, 

however, the effect of these at-risk factors 

is indirect, complex and contradictory in 

nature. The influence of cultural resources 

(i.e. gender, age and ethnicity) on digital 

exclusion remains fairly limited as they 

mainly define the context, diversity and 

intensity of usage patterns, without direct 

societal consequences (Brotcorne et al. 2010; 

Hargittai 2007; Lee 2008). Gender defined 

ICT-use patterns imply that women use 

ICTs in a different way than men, which as 

such, is not a problem, as long as these use 

patterns are accompanied by societal advan-

tages (Brandtzaeg et al. 2010; van Dijk 2003). 

The situation is similar with regards to age 

and ethnicity: usage patterns are developed 

according to daily wants and needs, or com-

mon cultural practices. Offline behavior, 

life style, life choices, daily practices or a 

rejection of digital as the overall accepted 

normative stance, undoubtedly define (non-) 

engagement with ICTs (Doyle 2008; Haché 

and Centeno 2011). Differences in usage do 

not imply that mechanisms of exclusion are 

present, but with the growing importance of 

digital participation this is becoming ever 

more likely. Or as Livingstone and Helsper 

(2007, p. 424) emphasize: 

“People may approach learning, careers 

advice, participation or any other social ben-

efit through both online and offline means, 

with the balance of resources still greatly 

favouring offline routes to inclusion. If and 

when this balance alters, online routes to 
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2006). Low levels of agency, self-efficacy and 

problem-solving skills also hinder an au-

tonomous use of ICTs and the development 

of digital skills through trial-and-error and 

other autodidact ways (Haché and Cullen 

2010; van Dijk 2005). Consequently, a lack 

of social, soft and cognitive skills increases 

the need for support, creates more depend-

ency on others and reinforces feelings and 

mechanisms of disempowerment. An 

underlying hypothesis is that, in today’s 

digital society, autonomy leads to empow-

erment whereas a lack of autonomy leads 

to vulnerability (Pierson 2012). 

The reinforcement of old and the creat-

ing of new mechanisms of social exclusion 

due to digital exclusion mechanisms mainly 

applies to at-risk factors related to cultural 

characteristics (i.e. gender, age, and eth-

nicity), normative injunctions (i.e. values, 

attitudes and opinions, societal norms, 

cultural norms) and political resources (i.e. 

regulatory framework, socio-spatial oppor-

tunities and public service infrastructure). 

Moreover, the digital norm implemented 

within a society and the ability of indi-

viduals to access, find and benefit from 

opportunities and support networks have a 

decisive influence. The rapid and ongoing 

digitization of public and private services 

in all life domains is pushing towards the 

obligatory use of ICTs, thus creating mech-

anisms of user disempowerment, limiting 

the individual ability to make free digital 

choices and thus leading to diminished 

feelings of wellbeing (Crang et al. 2006; 

Helsper 2008; Mariën and Prodnik 2014). 

Those who do not wish to use ICTs or those 

who do not have the ability and opportunity 

to easily engage with ICTs are increasingly 

being excluded from commonly accepted 

and digital exclusion, these at-risk factors 

and their characteristics are identical. In 

other words, regarding skills, financial 

strength, support networks, socio-spatial 

inequalities and self-determination, 

the old and deep-rooted mechanisms of 

social exclusion are transposed to digital 

exclusion. For example, unemployment 

and poverty hinder people from acquiring 

a certain degree of financial independ-

ence and stability. Logically, this causes a 

limited capacity to acquire qualitative and 

sustainable home access to ICTs, pay for 

the secondary costs that go hand in hand 

with the use of ICTs or take advantage 

of package deals or bundling of services 

(Brotcorne et al. 2010; Livingstone and Hel-

sper 2007; Pena-Lopez 2009; van Deursen 

2010; van Dijk 2005). Lack of compliance 

with formal education, negative learning 

experiences, poor educational achievement, 

lack of recognition of certification schemes, 

differing learning styles and learning needs 

hamper engagement in formal and lifelong 

education in general, but also in additional 

ICT-related courses (Brotcorne et al. 2009; 

Heeley and Damodaran 2009; Mariën and 

Van Audenhove 2008). These mechanisms 

of limited participation in education seem 

to co-exist and apply to learning trajectories 

in general, disregarding the field, focus and 

topic of the course or training (Salemink 

and Strijker 2014). Low levels of self-esteem, 

confidence, self-efficacy, communication 

competences and problem-solving capabil-

ities hamper social interactions and auton-

omy in daily life, and also limit interaction 

with or about ICTs. Moreover, they go hand 

in hand with so-called button anxiety – e.g. 

being subject to feelings of fear and anxiety 

when having to deal with ICTs (van Dijk 
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or population group, more than another, 

succeeds in taking immediate added value 

out of their ICT-use (Hüsing and Selhofer 

2004; van Dijk 2005). Mechanisms of social 

exclusion also apply when and where indi-

viduals are disabled from benefiting from 

the added value of different networks in 

terms of support or opportunities (Crang et 

al. 2007; Warren 2007). Support networks 

provide opportunities of use, stimulate the 

development of digital skills and deliver 

vital information about new and valuable 

applications. More and more, support 

networks (i.e. social and cultural capital 

communities) are transferred to online 

environments, incapacitating non-proficient 

or limited users to make part of or rely 

on these digitized networks (Bakardjieva 

2005; Brotcorne et al. 2010; Graham 2002; 

Haddon 2006; Stewart 2007; van Dijk 2005). 

In other words, the ongoing digitization of 

our daily routines and practices, in all life 

domains, proportionally increases the risk 

of reinforcing existing and creating new 

mechanisms of social exclusion.

3.5 
A Critical Perspective on 
Digital Inequality Frame-
works
Overall, as Figure 3.1 shows, the compar-

ison of at-risk factors and their defining 

characteristics spread across five types 

of resources – personal, social, cultural, 

economic and political – clearly reveals that 

there are a vast number indirect and direct 

influential relations between social and 

digital exclusion mechanisms. To current 

date, only a very limited number of frame-

entitlements such as services, work, educa-

tion or information (Mariën and Prodnik 

2014). People who live in ‘underserved’ rural 

areas especially face difficulties in acquir-

ing access to public services (Salemink 

and Strijker 2012). The spatial factor of 

rurality can even result in a so-called ‘rural 

penalty’: people who live at a distant from 

services – in some cases by choice, in some 

cases as a given fact – have limited access to 

these services. Their physical remoteness is 

reinforced by their limited access to digital 

connections, thereby putting these people 

at risk of digital and social exclusion (Ma-

lecki 2003; Townsend et al. 2013). Or as van 

Deursen and van Dijk (2010, p. 909) explain 

more profoundly: 

“…there are strong indications that large 

parts of the population will be excluded 

from actual and effective Internet use … In 

the beginning, groups with fewer internet 

skills will be persuaded in negative ways; 

flights will be booked, concerts will be 

sold out, jobs will be given away, and dates 

will primarily be granted to those having 

access. Continuing the transformations 

towards the Internet in the most important 

domains of life will eventually lead to seri-

ous problems is the lack of internet skills 

among large parts of the population is not 

accounted for.”

In particular, this occurs when there is a 

discrepancy between individual proficiency 

levels, cultural and context defined usage 

patterns and the level of digitization within 

society. Negative consequences occur when 

individuals are disabled or prevented from 

grasping the fundamental added value of 

ICT-usage (Brotcorne et al. 2010; Hargittai 

2010; Witte and Mannon 2010; Zillien and 

Hargittai 2009). Or yet, when one individual 
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describes digital inequalities as a vicious 

circle that is initiated with each new ICT 

that appears on the market and is predeter-

mined by personal categorical inequalities 

such as age, gender, ethnicity, intelligence, 

personality and health; and positional cat-

egorical inequalities such as labor position, 

education, household and nation. Within 

this model, access to ICTs is considered as 

a multi-faceted concept that entails four 

kinds of successive levels of access, e.g. 

motivational access, material access, skills 

access and finally usage access, based 

upon the precondition that one should 

first be motivated in order to move towards 

the actual acquirement of physical access, 

and next, one can develop the necessary 

skills and start making use of ICTs. 

The approach proposed by Van Dijk is 

valid because the key focus of his analysis 

is the exclusion of individuals due to the 

integration of ICTs in all aspects of society. 

It thus touches upon what needs to be at the 

core of digital inequality research. Moreover, 

it provides a highly detailed level of analysis 

because of the extensive categorizations con-

cealed within the model. For example, usage 

access is considered in terms of frequency, 

applications and costs. Skills access is – at 

least in the initial model of 2003 – analyzed 

according to operational, information and 

strategic skills. In later models (2005, 2014) 

formal and communication skills were re-

spectively added. Another asset is its focus on 

exclusion and inclusion. As such, it focuses 

on defining the issues at hand, while also 

bringing policy-oriented solutions to the fore. 

Table 3.2 provides a brief overview of the 

main strengths and weaknesses of Van Dijk’s 

model. 

works exist that theoretically try to identify 

and explain the causal link between social 

and digital inequalities; or provide an 

overall view of the various aspects that 

define the different mechanisms of digital 

inequalities. However, no overview exists of 

the different premises of these models, and 

how they identify the influential relation be-

tween social and digital inequalities. What 

are their main strengths and weaknesses? 

Are these models in line with the findings of 

our comparison of at-risk factors and their 

characteristics or do they highlight other or 

additional interdependencies? This section 

therefore discusses three largely recognized 

theoretical and conceptual models for ex-

plaining digital exclusion, namely van Dijk’s 

Model on Resources and Appropriation 

(2003), Gilbert’s Model on the Interconnect-

edness of Urban and Digital Inequalities 

(2010), and Helsper’s Corresponding Fields 

Model for Digital Exclusion (2012). 

3.5.1  

Van Dijk’s Model: Renowned but in 

Need of an Update

Van Dijk’s theoretical model (2003), entitled 

‘A Causal Model of Resources and Appropri-

ation Theory’, is based upon 4 key elements 

that consecutively influence each other. The 

core argument of his model is that personal 

and positional categorical inequalities 

(element 1) produce inequalities at the level 

of the distribution of resources (element 2), 

which in turn cause inequalities regarding 

people’s access to ICTs (element 3), which 

in a next step bring about inequalities of 

people’s level of participation in society 

(element 4), which finally negatively influ-

ence the categorical inequalities and the 

distribution of resources. As such, van Dijk 
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various life domains, and through various 

means individuals are increasingly obliged 

to engage with ICTs, independent of their 

intrinsic motivation to do so. Also, Van Dijk 

defines unequal access to information and 

networks as the central element of inequali-

ties in the information and network society. 

In today’s society, not only information 

and networks are being digitized at a rapid 

pace. All kinds of services, very divers and 

common routines as making a doctor’s 

appointment, or consulting the school 

results of children, are transformed into 

digital by default. Aren’t digital inequalities 

then increasingly being defined by the indi-

vidual ability to deal with the current digital 

push that steers the ongoing digitization 

of services and life domains, instead of the 

individual motivation to engage with ICTs? 

Or in other words, isn’t a revision of the 

consecutive nature of the model called for? 

Though valid and often used for studying 

and analyzing the digital divide, the model 

of Van Dijk is also subject to a vast number 

of critiques. First, digital inequalities are 

described as the differences in the four 

types of access – motivation, material, skills 

and usage – between relative dichotomous 

groups based upon socio-economic char-

acteristics: employed versus unemployed, 

young versus old, high status versus low 

status or high educated versus non educat-

ed. However, empirical research increas-

ingly questions the focus on dichotomies 

and socio-economic characteristics, and 

points at defining differences between 

distinct user typologies instead (Brandtzaeg 

et al. 2010; Schurmans and Mariën 2013). 

A second and more fundamental critique 

is if the consecutive nature of the model 

continues to be valid today, seen the ongo-

ing and relentless digitization of society? 

Is the fundamental first step towards the 

take-up of ICTs still whether individuals are 

motivated to use ICTs? In many ways, on 

Table 3.2 | Van Dijk’s Causal Model of Resources and Appropriation Theory (2003): Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Van Dijk (2003)

Causal Model of 
Resources and 
Appropriation 
Theory

• Examines causes and effects between 
social and digital exclusion

• Fundamental key focus is the exclu-
sion of individuals due to the integra-
tion of ICTs in all aspects of society.

• Comprehensive categorization of 3 
types of digital skills: Operational, 
information and strategic 

• Comprehensive categorization of us-
age: frequency, applications and costs

• Distribution of resources and support 
networks as a positional good

• Focus on exclusion and inclusion

• Consecutive nature of the overall 
model

• Consecutive nature of the conceptual-
ization of access

• Focus on describing differences in 4 
types of access between relative di-
chotomous groups based upon S.E.S. 
defined characteristics

• Based upon willingness to engage 
with ICTs

• Fourfold access to ICTs as a deter-
mining factor for societal participation

• No focus on soft skills, autonomy or 
self-efficacy

• Only quantitative research
• Unequal access information as the 

central element of inequalities in the 
information society
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technological and social capital, building 

on Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of the various 

forms of capital. Third, by placing daily 

activity patterns in the field of education, 

work, leisure and more, as central features 

that shape these two types of capital, and 

shape the technological capacity and social 

networks at individual level. Gilbert states 

that digital inequalities are mutually con-

stituted through urban inequalities, and 

moreover, that the place-specific context 

defines technology needs, ICT-readiness 

and the ability to access and use techno-

logical and social capital. 

The model presented by Gilbert looks 

promising, as it is one of the first attempts 

to integrate the role of space, place and pow-

er in the constitution of digital inequalities. 

As Table 3.3 shows, the model is marked by 

various strengths and weaknesses. Contrary 

to a vast part of digital inequality research, 

3.5.2  

The Black Box of Place and Space: A 

Critical Analysis of Gilbert’s Model

The model presented by Gilbert, a professor 

of Geography and Urban Studies in the US, 

logically puts place and space, along with 

power, at the center of analysis. Moreover, 

it connects digital inequalities to broader 

theories on inequality by building the mod-

el around four scales on which inequalities 

arise: (inter)national, metropolitan, com-

munity or neighborhood, and individual 

or lived experience. The model focuses 

extensively on the idea of mutual shaping.  

First, with regards to how processes of 

inequalities shape and are shaped in rela-

tion to four fields: labor markets, housing 

markets, public services and non-profit 

organizations. Second, with regards to how 

this broader socio-spatial context shapes 

and is shaped by two types of capital: 

Table 3.3 | Gilbert’s Model for Examining Urban Inequalities and Digital Divides (2010): Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Gilbert (2010)

Model for 
Examining Urban 
Inequalities and 
Digital Divides

• Importance of place, scale and power
• Interconnections of daily activities and 

experiences
• Views digital developments as part of 

broader inequality
• The role of spatial contexts in dealing 

with technological change is incor-
porated

• It studies relative (dis)empowerment 
of people instead of a ‘have’ and 
‘have not’ dichotomy

• Explanatory aspect is limited
• Focus on urban United States, 

meaning that interconnections could 
be different in other geographical and 
socio-spatial contexts

• Relevance for non-urbanized spatial 
contexts remains undiscussed; scales 
are only operationalized for urban/
metropolitan areas 

• Its recognition of complexity, rela-
tional elements, and intersectionality 
makes it difficult to operationalize for 
research

• Personal characteristics are ad-
dressed only indirectly
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the overall complexity of the model caused 

by the mutual influential relations between 

the various elements, makes it difficult to 

effectively use or operationalize the model 

for empirical research. Third, Gilbert’s model 

is grounded within an urban context in the 

US. It remains to be discussed to what extent 

the model can also be translated to a rural 

environment, or other geographical and 

socio-spatial contexts. 

3.5.3  

From Offline to Digital Fields and Back:  

A Critical Analysis of Helsper’s Model

The Corresponding Fields Model devel-

oped by Helsper (2012) is also inspired 

by Bourdieu’s work (1990) and connects 

four offline fields to four digital fields of 

exclusion: the social, cultural, economic 

and personal field. Each of these fields is 

further defined by a number of resources. 

For example, the offline economic field en-

tails income, employment and education as 

crucial resources. The corresponding digital 

field beholds the resources commerce and 

finance, and information and learning. Hel-

sper has identified two types of cause-effect 

relations: (1) from the offline fields to the 

digital fields, determined by three social 

impact mediators, namely access, skills 

and attitude; and (2) from the digital fields 

to offline fields, defined by digital impact 

mediators, namely relevance, quality, owner-

ship and sustainability aspects of different 

types of engagement with ICTs. Fields are 

in this regard seen as the distinct spheres 

of influence in everyday life and the frame 

of reference for individual action. Helsper 

argues that digital and social exclusion 

relate mostly for similar fields of resources. 

Or, in other words, that social exclusion 

it clearly goes beyond the individual level 

and approaches digital inequalities from a 

macro, meso and micro perspective. More-

over, by focusing on place, scale and power 

from these various perspectives, Gilbert’s 

work leads to fundamental, but yet under 

researched questions, such as “how does 

the availability of different kinds of jobs for 

different people impact the development of 

technological capital” (Gilbert 2010, p. 1012) 

or “how do local labor markets, the quality 

of schools, or the availability of public ser-

vices such as libraries explain variations 

in access and use of ICTs?” (Gilbert 2010, 

p.1006). As such, she follows Bourdieu’s idea 

of habitus and how various forms of capital 

and life experiences become embodied 

(Bourdieu, 1990). Also exceptional is the cen-

tral place that is given to individual agency 

and moreover, how this agency is influenced 

– developed or restrained – by structures, 

in which the socio-spatial context is a key 

feature. 

However, some critical remarks on Gil-

bert’s model are called for. First, there is a 

clear lack of in-depth incorporation of ICT-re-

lated barriers. These are now somehow hid-

den in the notion of technological capital and 

technological capacity but the model does 

not provide a more in-depth categorization of 

what this concretely entails. Are skills taken 

into consideration? If so, what type of skills? 

The same goes for other immediate ICT-re-

lated barriers such as motivation, access and 

usage. Second, the model can be applied to 

identify and question processes and influen-

tial relationships between macro, meso and 

micro level. However, the explanatory aspect, 

on why these processes occur, amongst which 

at-risk groups or what solutions might be 

developed, remains underexposed. Moreover, 
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the model remains hypothetical, Helsper 

clearly phrases how easy and straightfor-

ward the operationalization of the model for 

empirical research could be. The description 

of the model is highly detailed, and for each 

of the resources, an extensive description 

of defining indicators and characteristics 

is added. As such, the model represents 

an-hands-on-tool for researching digital 

inequalities and easily allows additional 

exercises to unravel the complexity of the 

influential relation between social and 

digital exclusion and back. As Helsper in-

dicates, it would for example allow testing 

the hypothesis of the Matthew effect for 

various fields. 

However, the model developed by Helsper 

has its limitations. First, the structure of 

the model appears very straight forwarded. 

Exclusion in the offline economic field leads 

to exclusion in the digital economic field. 

Exclusion in the digital personal field leads 

mechanisms in the personal field coincide 

with digital exclusion mechanisms in the 

digital field and vice versa. The model 

entails both macroeconomic, meso-social 

and micro psychological factors, based upon 

the argumentation that only by studying 

these distinct spheres of influence together, 

abstraction can be made of cause-effect 

relations.

The model developed by Helsper is the 

most recent, and hence, takes a vast number 

of the existing critiques on digital exclusion 

research into account. Table 3.4 provides 

a comprehensive overview of the strengths 

and weaknesses of Helsper’s model. An 

undoubted added value of the model is that 

resources are placed at the core. Instead of 

looking at individual flaws, Helsper brings 

contextual factors into play by adding par-

ticular resources to particular offline or dig-

ital fields. As such, it combines the influence 

of both agency and structure. Also, though 

Table 3.4 | Helsper’s Corresponding Fields Model for the Links between Social and Digital Exclusion (2012):   
 Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Helsper (2012)

Corresponding 
Fields Model for 
the Links between 
Social and Digital 
Exclusion

• Examines causes and effects of social 
exclusion on digital exclusion and vice 
versa

• The sustainability of digital engage-
ment is introduced to assess relative 
inclusion or exclusion

• Combined focus on macroeconomic, 
meso-social and micropsychological 
factors

• Resources are placed at the core of 
the model

• Straightforward model that is rather 
easy to operationalize for empirical 
research

• It takes a rather deterministic 
viewpoint that social exclusion leads 
to digital exclusion, which then will 
deepen the social exclusion; meaning 
it is only selectively bidirectional

• Pre-defined normative assumption on 
what digital inclusion should look like; 
cultural and political engagement as 
the norm

• Mainly framed around the individual 
and his context, or individual action 

• The model appears too straightfor-
ward, linking the offline field with its 
corresponding digital field might lead 
to ignoring how they are linked and 
mutually influence each other
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new media policies in order to enable indi-

viduals to become empowered, active and 

capable media users. Peters (2014) gives 

a comprehensive and critical overview of 

how human rights principles are being and 

should be applied to the Internet. Selwyn 

(2003), in turn, uses various dimensions 

of participation in society as a potential 

framework for defining key digital inclu-

sion policy priorities. Bianchi et al. (2006) 

take that approach one step further and 

frame inclusion as:

“a normative imperative, consisting of a 

set of individual entitlements to fundamen-

tal human freedoms, autonomy, dignity 

and equitable participation in society. 

Each citizen should be able to claim these 

entitlements on the basis of the universally 

agreed canon of human rights.” (Bianchi et 

al. 2006, p. 1-2)

Moreover, various scholars highlight the 

promising potential of ICTs for developing 

broader societal goals such as improving 

health, stimulating learning or enabling 

economic opportunities and societal par-

ticipation (Bianchi et al. 2006; Haché and 

Cullen 2010; Notley and Foth 2008; Steyn 

and Johanson 2011). It is amongst others 

this potential for empowerment, inclusion 

and participation that has initiated the idea 

of considering access to ICTs as a human 

right and an entitlement to be strived for, 

see for example, the discussion paper by 

Unesco (2013) on Internet universality. 

However, taking access to ICTs as a 

human right, and consequently the idea 

of Universal Access as a starting point of 

reflection and policies, is accompanied 

by a number of risks and potentially per-

verse effects (Witte and Mannon 2010). It 

neglects two important questions. First, is 

to exclusion in the offline social field and so 

on for each of the identified fields. This nearly 

automatic and mechanical link between an 

offline field and its corresponding digital 

field entails a high risk of ignoring or under-

estimating how the various fields, whether 

offline or digital, are interconnected and 

mutually influence each other. As such, it also 

takes a rather deterministic viewpoint that 

social exclusion inherently leads to digital 

exclusion, which then will deepen the social 

exclusion. An in-depth conceptual exercise 

of the influential relationship between the 

resources itself, instead of the corresponding 

offline and digital fields, would bring more 

nuance and detail into understanding the 

link between social and digital exclusion. 

3.6 
ICTs as Entitlement: A  
Human Rights Perspective

When reflecting about renewed approaches 

for studying digital inequalities, ideas on 

integrating a human rights perspective 

always submerge. This is quite logic, seen 

how extensively digital inequalities are 

interwoven with social inequalities, and 

consequently how solutions are intertwined 

with social inclusion policies (Haché and 

Cullen 2010; Martinez and Mesa del Olmo 

2010; Tsatsou 2011). More yet – especially 

in the field of digital inclusion policies and 

practices – human rights and the social, 

economic and cultural participation they 

entail, are brought to the fore as the overall 

normative stance for identifying solutions 

(Bianchi et al. 2006; Steyn and Johanson 

2011). Mansell (2002), for example, propos-

es a rights-based approach for redefining 
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3.7 
Sen’s Capabilities and 
Freedom frameworks:  
Lessons Learnt 
In order to bring focus to these broader, 

yet highly individualized goals of em-

powerment, participation and inclusion, 

Sen’s capability approach (1993, 2001) is 

increasingly being applied to frame media 

entitlements in a more comprehensive way 

that exceeds mere access and usage (Bi-

anchi et al. 2006; Mansell 2002; Garnham 

1997). Claims are made that the capability 

approach places the individual at the center 

of inclusion policies (Bianchi et al. 2006). Or, 

that stimulating the development of capa-

bilities, allows individuals to make free and 

informed choices about their (non-) engage-

ments with ICTs (Helsper 2008; Nussbaum 

2000; Selwyn and Facer 2007). Consequently, 

one of the central questions of digital 

inclusion initiatives has become how the 

overall capabilities of socially and digitally 

excluded individuals can be developed so as 

to allow an autonomous, empowered and 

self-conscious (non-) use of ICTs. Obviously, 

Sen’s framework has dealt with the same 

questions for development. What needs to be 

measured and improved in order to increase 

autonomy and empowerment? Previous 

development theories looked at utility, meas-

ured in money as a proxy for utility or directly 

by mapping access to certain resources. The 

problem with access is that it is relative to 

ones’ position and the society one is in. More 

yet, not all resources are equally required by 

the same person: 

“For example, a poor person with a para-

sitic stomach ailment may prefer two kilos 

of rice over one, in much the same way that 

everybody capable of using the Internet and 

secondly does this increase their autonomy 

or freedom? If we invest in diffusing new 

media, can we make sure that civilians 

are more free or empowered, and increase 

their overall societal inclusion and partic-

ipation? Or are we merely helping capital 

to find new markets through self-fulfilling 

prophecies of connectedness (van Dijck 

2013) resulting in more subsumption of the 

prosumer commodity (Fuchs 2012). Or is 

like Mansell (2002, p. 6) indicates, another 

approach needed, that focuses on skills and 

capabilities:

“Once connected, there are no grounds for 

simply assuming that citizens will be empow-

ered to be able to conduct their social lives in 

meaningful ways. There is, therefore, a grow-

ing need to examine whether the deployment 

of new media is consistent with ensuring that 

the majority of citizens acquire the necessary 

capabilities for interpreting and acting upon 

a social world that is intensively mediated by 

the new media.”

Such reflections are consistent with the 

findings brought to the fore by civil society 

organizations in the field of digital inclusion. 

Delivering mere ICT-access to individuals 

does not lead to an automatic amelioration 

of their societal position (Bianchi et al. 2006). 

Instead, a comprehensive approach is needed 

with a focus on combating the various ICT-re-

lated barriers (i.e. access, skills, attitude, op-

portunities of use, support resources...) while 

framed within social policy initiatives (Notley 

and Foth 2008; Wright and Wadhwa 2010). 
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to utilitarian approaches. Individuals may 

still chose to disregard these life goals be-

cause they favour other goals or are unable 

to change resources in functionings due 

to lack of particular resources, which are 

indirectly related to a good. To escape the 

shortcomings of utilitarian approaches and 

account for individual heterogeneity, Sen 

introduces capability sets that constitute all 

feasible functionings available to a person 

(Sen 2001, p. 75), including freedom of choice. 

Individuals can still decide not to convert 

a possible functioning into an achieved 

functioning. This means that a capability 

is a potential functioning if all conversion 

factors are present (Robeyns 2005). Robeyns 

(2005, p. 99) has deepened and diversified the 

definition of conversion factors by identifying 

three groups: (1) personal conversion factors  

(e.g. metabolism, physical condition, sex, 

reading skills, intelligence) influence how 

a person can convert the characteristics of 

a commodity into a functioning; (2) social 

conversion factors (e.g. public policies, social 

norms, discriminating practices, gender 

roles, societal hierarchies, power relations); 

and, (3) environmental conversion factors 

(e.g. climate, geographical location). Accord-

ing to Sen the ultimate goal of development 

is freedom that can either be instrumental 

or intrinsic. Instrumental freedoms are basic 

freedoms required to develop and enable 

other types of freedom that in turn can again 

be instrumental or intrinsic. The ultimate 

goal of Sen’ framework for development is 

intrinsic freedom, or in other words, to have a 

complete capability set. A major shortcoming 

of Sen’s work, however, is that he refrains 

from defining intrinsic capabilities because 

they depend on individual and cultural 

preferences. Nussbaum criticizes Sen’s lack of 

another person – equally poor but with no 

ailment – may, but it would be hard to argue 

that both do equally well with, say, one kilo of 

rice.” (Sen 2001, p. 69) 

Also, actors may be free to refrain from 

consuming these resources, which is different 

from not being able to consume them. For 

example, a person fasting may have access to 

food, but chooses not to. This last example is 

similar to the digitally self-excluded. In these 

cases access to goods and capital are bad 

parameters for freedom. Societies on the oth-

er hand, create particular expectations with 

regard to necessary goods and services: 

“By necessaries I understand not only the 

commodities which are indispensably neces-

sary for the support of life, but whatever the 

custom of the country renders it indecent for 

creditable people, even the lowest order, to be 

without.” (Sen 1981, p. 18 in Garnham, 1997)

So, a society has certain ‘necessaries’ that 

are required to coincide with the overall 

common normative standard in society. 

Necessaries may at first hand seem physical 

resources, but they should be more broadly 

interpreted, as they can also consist of, for 

example, access to information or education.

Sen proposed to stop measuring factors 

that were only indirectly related to wellbeing 

by focusing on functionings or “the various 

things a person may value doing or being.” 

(Sen 2001, p. 75). A person’s wellbeing could 

than be evaluated by analyzing the various 

functionings achieved in that person’s life. It 

is however important to note the difference 

between wellbeing and agency. Because not 

all functionings are achieved by one isolated 

person. Being able to vote for example, or 

having food is usually not achieved by one 

person only (Robeyns 2005). However, a 

focus on mere functionings would be similar 
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in which a majority has all the advantages 

while a minority is living a worst-case sce-

nario. The results of the comparison of at-

risk factors and their characteristics confirm 

the reality of the Matthew-effect in the field 

of digital exclusion, as already indicated 

several years ago by van Dijk (2003, 2005). 

Some advantaged groups are in other words, 

continuously able to improve their societal 

position, whereas disadvantaged groups are 

not. However, it remains unclear whether 

there’s a fundamental imbalance within 

today’s Western societies between these 

advantaged and disadvantaged groups. 

The reality is that adoption figures of access, 

use and skills tend to show overtly positive 

evolvements. Whereas research on digital 

exclusion clearly indicates that a vast part 

of individuals is not following the digital (r)

evolution. Consequently, starting to consider 

ICTs as entitlements is only possible if one 

recognizes the potential benefits on the one 

hand, and the concrete deprivations on the 

other hand. According to Garnham (1997, 

p. 123) this means that one has to see what 

capabilities people without ICTs are deprived 

from: “For instance, while I personally hate 

the mobile phone, we have to recognize that 

mobility widens the capability set and is a 

functioning that is increasingly widely avail-

able. Are those without it now sufficiently 

disadvantaged to make it an entitlement?” It 

also implies that it is important to invest in 

longitudinal research on the convergence be-

tween human rights, entitlements and digital 

inequalities and how each of these aspects 

is influenced by the ongoing digitization of 

services and society in general. 

But these reflections on ICTs as entitlements 

should also be reframed more critically. If a 

society has to rely on a technology it does not 

fundamental freedoms, these are required to 

create: “fundamental entitlements that are to 

some extent independent of the preferences 

that people happen to have, preferences 

shaped, often, by unjust background condi-

tions.” (Nussbaum 2003, p.48).

3.8 
ICTs as Entitlement: Really? 
In spite of a broader approach on capabilities, 

the fundamental question for defining key 

priorities for digital inclusion remains wheth-

er ICTs can and should be considered as an 

entitlement and a basic human right. Trans-

lating Sen’s approach to digital inequalities 

implies that ICTs can only be entitlements 

if they are not merely considered as func-

tionings but also conversion factors for other 

functionings. This has to be the case to such 

an extent that individuals without this con-

version factor – ICTs – are disadvantaged and 

unable to access particular capabilities. In 

other words, when these individuals are de-

prived of capabilities because access to ICTs 

is an instrumental freedom. Consequently, 

ICTs should only become an entitlement if 

benefits for a majority result in deprivations 

for a minority with regard to other important 

freedoms. For example, it is no longer pos-

sible to find jobs without ICTs, in that case, 

ICTs have become an irreversible part of job 

hunting for non-users. In this regard Mansell 

(2002) adds that access is not enough, and 

that other conversion factors such as skills 

should additionally be incorporated as enti-

tlements.

A crucial question in this regard is wheth-

er the continuous and rapid digitization of 

society is currently creating such a situation 
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litical resources, has undoubtedly shown that 

social and digital exclusion mechanisms are 

intertwined. Moreover, it emphasizes that dis-

tinct spheres of influences between social and 

digital exclusion are a reality. Digital exclusion 

is embedded in offline social exclusion, and 

with the ongoing digital developments, the 

digital realm starts to substantially affect the 

offline realm. However, the relation between 

social and digital exclusion is linear, circular, 

and in that sense not straightforward.

In the first place, this contribution points 

out that social inequalities do not at all 

times and under all circumstances lead to 

digital inequalities, as is too often and easily 

presumed. It clarifies that such a direct 

and unilateral cause-effect relationship 

foremost applies to skills, financial strength, 

social support networks, and socio-spatial 

characteristics. Consequently, resolving 

digital exclusion mechanism related to each 

of these aspects must automatically consist 

of simultaneously resolving the underlying 

mechanisms of social exclusion. For provid-

ing qualitative and sustained access, it im-

plies increasing the limited financial means 

of socially excluded individuals, or lowering 

the current costs of ICTs by way of alternative 

solutions such as a social tariff for Internet 

access. For skills, this means that an in-

creased focus is needed on the development 

of soft and social skills to increase confi-

dence, self-efficacy and autonomy. Increasing 

people’s soft skills is often a more necessary 

intervention than the actual provision of 

material goods such as access to ICTs. An 

ICT-ready mind is an important step towards 

adoption and actual sustainable usage. Also, 

additional research is needed to unravel and 

test (a) the hypothesis that autonomy leads to 

empowerment and that a lack of autonomy 

control, such as the Internet or social media, 

should we strive to make it an entitlement? 

Especially if this technology in itself is not 

yet finished or stabilized (Feenberg 2009). 

Defining unfinished ICTs as entitlements is 

a dangerous game where one risks to drive 

capitalist expansion while at the same time 

increasing digital(ized) conversion factors 

for fundamental freedoms. It means that 

entitlements are used to primarily drive 

economic considerations and only secondly 

fundamental freedoms. Also, non-users, 

whether by choice or not, beg the question if 

ICTs should ever be taken as the overall nor-

mative stance within society. These non-users 

may have valid arguments to resist progress 

and these are nullified if digital by default is 

set as the overall norm or better said as an 
unwanted entitlement. One might argue that 

many self-excluded users rely on proxy-users, 

but they are particular and spontaneous. It 

is impossible to depend on the benevolence 

of proxy-users in a universal human rights 

perspective. An ICTs-as-entitlements ap-

proach should make claims about the right to 

proxy-technologies or proxy-conversion fac-

tors. In other words, an entitlement approach 

has to question the digital by default instead 

of vindicating this default.

3.9 

Conclusion:  
Some Fundamental  
Questions for Digital  
Inequality Research

The analysis and comparison of at-risk fac-

tors and their characteristics, spread across 

personal, social, cultural, economic and po-
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is medium determinist and in favor of a sta-

tus quo, the reverse question “what happens 

if ICTs have become entitlements” is more 

critical and adds not only the inclusion of soft 

skills surrounding ICTs, but also the need 

to look for alternative conversion factors to 

guarantee instrumental freedoms. In other 

words, the fundamental point of reflection of 

solutions for digital inequalities should not 

be how to ensure that individuals are given 

the material goods they are entitled to for 

living according to the commonly accepted 

norms within a society, but instead, how 

individuals can be enabled to develop their 

capabilities and alternative resources so they 

can move autonomously and self-consciously 

towards their own pre-set goals.

leads to vulnerability; and (b) the hypothesis 

that a lack of soft skills leads to mechanisms 

of self-exclusion by not asking, not going 

after what one is entitled to, by not taking 

the necessary steps towards engagement in 

social networks, employment or other life 

domains. To sum up, this contribution has 

highlighted that the debate so far has creat-

ed substantial knowledge about individual 

capabilities and motivations, but the debate 

should now aim at understanding structures 

and mechanisms at meso and macro level.

In the second place, this contribution 

accentuates the growing risk of becoming 

socially excluded due to mechanisms of 

digital exclusion. It suggests a justified fear 

that the willingness and ability of individ-

uals to engage with ICTs will not continue 

to collide with the future and relentless 

digitization of society. The hypothesis is that 

the more processes and practices are digi-

tized by default, the higher the risk will be of 

reinforcing existing and creating new mecha-

nisms of social exclusion. In other words, the 

expectation is that new mechanisms of social 

exclusion will become more prominent in 

the future because formerly socially included 

groups will also become excluded. Conse-

quently, the question “when, with whom and 

how are digitization processes creating new 

mechanism of social exclusion” is a crucial 

aspect of future digital inequality research. 

This contribution also articulates a fun-

damental need to further examine the idea 

of recognizing ICTs as entitlements from a 

human rights perspective. Do digitization 

processes negatively influence internationally 

accepted entitlements and basic human 

rights such as employment, social security, 

housing or education? And, even though the 

question “what ICTs should be entitlements” 
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