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Executive Summary

Why does having an internet 
connection matter?
Evidence shows that online access delivers 
substantial social and economic benefits to 
citizens and communities. These benefits 
include: improved educational attainment; 
better job prospects; better access to public 
services; cheaper goods and products; access to 
advice, information and knowledge; improved 
communication with family and friends; and 
enhanced democratic and civic participation. As 
faster and more advanced broadband technology 
develops, the range of services delivered online is 
expanding dramatically and the benefits of being 
online are increasing further still. 

For those citizens who are online this is all 
good news, However, nearly a quarter of UK 
households, and a third of households in Scotland, 
Wales and Northern Ireland, do not currently 
have access to broadband in their home. In 
Glasgow the figure is closer to 40%. What is 
deeply concerning is that many of those without 
access are arguably those who may benefit the 
most from the advantages the internet might 
offer. Forty-five percent of UK households with 
an annual income of less than £17,500 do not 
have a broadband connection. In Scotland, 
this rises to 60%. If this growing digital divide 
is not successfully tackled then it will only serve 
to reinforce and widen existing inequalities – to 
the extent that a lack of internet access will 
increasingly come to represent both a symptom 
and a cause of poverty. 

What’s the problem in Glasgow?
Although the problem of low broadband 
take-up clearly affects many towns, cities and 
communities, the level of take-up in Glasgow is 
one of the lowest in the UK and has lagged well 
behind the Scottish and UK averages for many 
years. This has attracted significant political 
and policy attention in recent years and many 
different theories have been put forward to try 
to explain the reasons for this problem in the city. 
Despite this attention, there remain critical gaps in 
our knowledge and understanding of these issues. 
In particular, there has been little robust research 
to explain which of the myriad of barriers to 
internet access is the most significant for people 
in Glasgow; which specific groups of people 
in Glasgow are the most likely to experience 
different barriers to internet access; and which 
drivers might be the most effective in helping 
to support people in Glasgow to get online, This 
research study, which is based on new primary 
and secondary analysis carried out by Ipsos MORI 
for the Carnegie UK Trust, seeks to answer some 
of these questions. The findings presented in our 
report represent the most comprehensive picture 
ever compiled of the views and experiences of 
people who are offline in Glasgow.
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Who is offline in Glasgow and why?
The research identified a number of key findings in 
relation to who is offline in Glasgow and why:
1 Combinations of demographic characteristics are 

highly important in identifying the specific groups 
in Glasgow who are most likely to be offline

2 There are extremely high levels of digital 
exclusion amongst pensioners and non-working 
adults living in social rented tenures in the city

3 There are particularly low levels of internet 
take-up in certain parts of Glasgow – but the 
offline population is actually widely dispersed 
across large swathes of the city

4 An individual’s view of and attitude towards 
technology appears to be a significant factor in 
predicting whether or not they are likely to be online 

5 The most significant barriers to digital 
participation in Glasgow are the draw of the 
offline world; a fear of specific aspects involved in 
trying to go online; and the cost of getting online

6 There is a very important distinction between 
those who are not currently online but who are 
interested in gaining access in the future, and 
those who are offline and have no desire to access 
the internet. The former are more likely to see 
practical barriers such as the lack of a computer or 
the confusing communications market as the main 
barriers to getting online; while the latter are more 
likely to cite attitudinal reasons such as ‘it’s not 
for people like me’ or ‘there’s nothing on there of 
interest’ as key barriers to participation

7 There are some significant differences between 
men and women. Men who are offline appear 
less interested in going online in the future 
and are less likely to see the relevance of the 
internet to them; while women are more likely 
to cite cost-related issues as a main barrier to 
digital access. Meanwhile, women who are 
online are more likely to be drawn there by a 
desire to communicate or keep in touch with 
family or friends, while men who are online 
often got connected in order to apply for or 
look for work

8 There are also differences between different 
age groups. Less than a third of those aged 
65 and over who are not online expressed a 
desire to get access in the future. Meanwhile, 
those aged 55 and over are much more likely 
than younger groups to cite a lack of interest, 
or a lack of knowledge about how to get 
internet access, as the main barriers to digital 
participation

9 Cost is a major issue which cannot be ignored. 
The monthly budget for communications 
technologies amongst the demographic groups 
least likely to be online in Glasgow is around 
£30, compared to a UK average of nearly £100

10 The key drivers for going online amongst 
those with a similar demographic profile to the 
offline population are: curiosity or a desire to 
look for information of personal interest; to 
communicate with others; or out of necessity 
related to a job or education course
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What’s the solution?
This data provides new evidence on the nature 
and extent of digital exclusion in Glasgow. The 
challenge now is to try and address this problem. 
It is clear from the data that a ‘one-size fits 
all’ approach will not succeed. A differentiated 
approach is essential, recognising the different 
attitudes which citizens have towards the internet 
and taking the needs and motivations of each 
individual as the starting point for providing 
help and support. A personalised, segmented 
approach such as this is likely to require significant 
input from organisations, groups, workers and 
volunteers who can engage with those who are 
offline and find the right ‘hook’ or spark to help or 
encourage an individual to go online.  

While differentiation is essential, so too is co-
ordination and coherence. A range of different 
projects already exist in Glasgow to help citizens 
to get online, delivered by public agencies, 
learning centres, libraries, and community and 
voluntary groups – but this has so far not been 
sufficient to tackle the digital divide in the city. 
Given the scale of the challenge in Glasgow – ie 
the number of people who need some form 
of support to enable them to get online, and 
the level of support that many people are likely 
to require – a more co-ordinated approach to 
boosting digital participation in the city would 
appear be beneficial.

Developing a well co-ordinated yet segmented 
approach will not be straightforward. However, 
there is currently a real impetus within the city to 
transform Glasgow into a ‘digital city’, and there 
has arguably never been a better opportunity to 
address some of the problems described in this 
report. For example, Glasgow City Council has 
recently embarked on its ambitious new ‘Digital 
Glasgow’ strategy, which includes a strong focus on 
citizen participation. Glasgow Housing Association 
meanwhile is undertaking a major programme 
to improve broadband access for their 40,000 
tenants, and is currently piloting different options 
for how connectivity might be delivered, with 

the aim of providing free internet access within 
tenants’ homes. These significant programmes of 
activity are likely to have a highly positive impact 
on digital participation in Glasgow. However, given 
the size of the challenge in the city, additional 
resources from other organisations with an interest 
in this issue, such as the Scottish Government, the 
telecommunications industry and digital content 
providers, and other public agencies such as the 
NHS, may also be required. 

It is worth highlighting of course that while digital 
exclusion is a significant problem in Glasgow, it 
is not the only place affected by these issues. 
Much of the recent political and policy discussion 
on digital participation in Scotland has focused 
on trying to understand why Glasgow is ‘unique’ 
in terms of its low broadband take-up. However, 
analysis of the Scottish Household Survey 
conducted by Ipsos MORI for this report shows 
that the problem of low take-up also affects a 
number of neighbouring local authority areas, 
including Inverclyde, North Ayrshire, South Ayrshire 
and East Ayrshire. This suggests that there is 
limited benefit in further research to try to identify 
why Glasgow is so ‘different’ from other areas – as 
in reality, the differences with other nearby areas 
are not that great. Instead, the focus should be 
on recognising the challenges and the drivers in 
Glasgow and seeking to address them. 

Meanwhile, if a successful strategy can be found 
to tackle digital exclusion in Glasgow then this is 
likely to be of great interest and value to other 
areas which are also struggling with this issue – 
both within Scotland and across the UK. We hope 
that this research study, as well as being helpful 
to Glasgow, will be seen as a ‘case study’ – and 
can be of assistance and use to policymakers and 
practitioners who are interested in improving digital 
participation in their own local area or jurisdiction.
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Recommendations
For Glasgow
1 The newly established ‘Digital Participation 

Glasgow’ group should provide strategic 
oversight and leadership to the goal of tackling 
digital exclusion in Glasgow. 

• The initial primary focus of the group 
should be to tackle the barriers to digital 
participation for those citizens who currently 
have no access to the internet at home.

• The group should consider adding to its 
membership organisations with a stake in 
improving digital access in the city and who 
can play a leading role in helping to achieve 
this objective. This may include Glasgow 
Life, digital content and infrastructure 
companies, the local voluntary sector, 
employer organisations, and public sector 
service providers including the health service 
and key City Council departments.

• Consideration should be given as to how the 
group links in with other digital participation 
structures in Glasgow, including the Digital 
Glasgow Board, the Citizen Participation work 
stream in the City Council digital strategy, and 
Scotland-wide digital participation structures.

• A key role for the group should be to help 
co-ordinate the activities of its different 
members specifically around digital 
participation, and identify opportunities for 
shared initiatives to maximise impact, avoid 
duplication and fill gaps in service provision.

• As a first step in this process, the group 
should conduct a comprehensive mapping 
exercise, to identify the full range of different 
digital participation initiatives currently being 
offered or delivered in Glasgow.

• Partners involved in the Digital Participation 
Glasgow group should seek to establish a 
Glasgow Digital Participation Fund, which 
could be used to support joint initiatives to 
improve digital participation in the city. If 
the group was to constitute itself as a legal 
entity, it could also apply for funds from 
other sources, such as the Big Lottery.

• The group should create a single, citywide 
‘brand’ which could be used as a badge for all 
initiatives focused on tackling digital exclusion 
in Glasgow. The brand should emphasise the 
benefits and opportunities digital participation 
might offer and focus on different ‘hooks’, 
motivations or personal interests which may 
help to engage different groups of citizens. 
Consideration should be given the role that 
could be played by local ‘role models’ or 
‘digital champions’. The brand should tie in 
with the new ‘Digital Scotland’ brand being 
developed at national level.

• Partners should seek to identify how trusted 
intermediaries, such as voluntary workers, 
community development workers, health 
professionals, librarians, social workers and 
housing officers, can help to deliver the 
personalised, differentiated approach that 
is needed to help different groups of citizens 
in Glasgow to get online.

• The group should use the data presented in 
this report to inform its activities to improve 
digital participation in Glasgow.

2 If the innovative approach being adopted by 
Glasgow Housing Association in offering free 
broadband connectivity to all of its tenants is 
successful then consideration should be given 
to how a similar offer could be made to other 
citizens in the city for whom cost is a major 
barrier to broadband access.

For other areas
3 Other areas in the UK where there is a low level 

of broadband take-up should consider whether 
the research model developed for this report 
could be used or adapted to help improve 
understanding of the reasons for digital 
exclusion in their area.

4 Other areas where there is currently a low level 
of digital participation should monitor the 
approach adopted by Glasgow to tackling this 
issue, and consider what learning they might 
draw from this for their own area.
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