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Scottish Government debate – Realising 
Scotland’s Full Potential in a Digital World

The Carnegie UK Trust was established by Scots-American philanthropist Andrew 

Carnegie in 1913 and works to improve the lives of people throughout the UK and 

Ireland, by influencing policy, and by changing lives through innovative practice and 

partnership work. Digital Futures is one of our thematic priority areas for 2016-2020.

Through our Understanding Digital Exclusion project, we have analysed the reasons 

why people are excluded from technology and what policy makers can do to reduce 

the barriers to participation.                                                                                              

You can find out more about our work at www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk. 

Infrastructure is only the first step in the 
journey to becoming a digital nation
Providing the right infrastructure is a critical first 
step in enabling all citizens in Scotland to benefit 
from digital technology. In particular, universal 
deployment of next generation access offers an 
opportunity to eradicate some of the traditional 
challenges facing Scotland’s remote rural and 
island communities.  

However, even if access is provided to all, 
realising Scotland’s potential as a digital nation 
relies on all of Scotland’s citizens being able to 
participate effectively, creatively and safely in 
the digital world. These benefits are significant 
and include: improved employment and 
educational opportunities; faster, more convenient 
access to public services; financial savings; 
new opportunities to engage with democratic 
and civic processes; new routes for creativity 
and entrepreneurialism; reduced isolation; and 
increased independence. 

Digital participation as a social justice issue
The Scottish Housing Survey (2014) shows 
that 20% of Scottish households do not have 
home internet access and those who do not 
access digital technologies are more likely to be 
deprived by many other measures. In the most 
deprived neighbourhoods, around 31% do not 
have internet access, while among social housing 
tenants this figure is 38% do not have internet 
access. 

The development of digital skills should provide 
an opportunity for us to tackle inequality, 
however due to marked differences in take-up, 
digital technology currently at risk of further 
exacerbating existing, deep-rooted inequalities. 
The extent of the correlation between digital 
and social exclusion is such that lack of internet 
access may be seen as both a symptom and a 
perpetuating cause of poverty. 

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/theme/digital-futures/
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/project/understanding-digital-exclusion/
www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/role-digital-exclusion-social-exclusion-2/
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Who is digitally excluded?  
Our 2013 research into digital exclusion in 
Glasgow found extremely high levels of digital 
exclusion amongst pensioners and non-working 
adults living in social rented tenures in the city. 

We recently commissioned Ipsos MORI to analyse 
the Scottish Household Survey dataset for 
correlation between digital exclusion and social 
deprivation in even greater depth. The analysis 
reveals the high degree of overlap between digital 
exclusion and commonly cited characteristics of 
deprivation. 

Those who are older, on low incomes, living in 
social rented housing or poorer neighbourhoods 
are significantly less likely to have digital access 
than the rest of the population. Working status, 
qualification levels and age are the key predictors 
of whether or not someone is digitally excluded, 
with housing tenure and income also important 
drivers. Our research identified a full range of 
indicators illustrating the link between digital 
and social exclusion. For example, those who 
don’t have the internet are less likely to have a 
car; to have been on a flight in the past year; to 
participate in sport; to go to the cinema, a library 
or live music; to read, dance, sing or play a musical 
instrument; to volunteer; to use council services; or 
take part in outdoor leisure or recreation at least 
once a week.
 
Meanwhile, those with less active lifestyles, poorer 
mental health and those who feel less socially 
connected to their local area are more likely to be 
offline than their peers even after all other factors 
are controlled for.

Finding the right hooks – how do you get 
people online?
Many of those groups who are currently 
digitally excluded could potentially benefit 
disproportionately from the benefits of being 
online. However, the reasons that people are not 
online are complex and there is often no single 
barrier preventing take up of digital technologies. 
Our research in Glasgow, and a follow up study in 

Dumfries in Kirkcaldy, identified cost; lack of trust 
in technology; and a preference for doing things 
in person or on the phone as three of the main 
barriers to people getting online.

We can distinguish between those who are 
currently offline, but interested in gaining access 
in the future, and those who are offline and 
express no desire to access the internet. The 
former are often more likely to cite infrastructure 
or cost barriers – i.e. lack of access. The latter tend 
to cite more attitudinal reasons such as a lack of 
trust or interest in technology as the main barrier. 
Strategies designed at promoting uptake of digital 
technologies will need to take into account the 
different needs, priorities and barriers perceived 
by these two groups. 

A key lesson from our case study research of best 
practice digital participation projects from around 
the UK is that each individual who is digitally 
excluded experiences their own combination of 
barriers to getting online, and that a ‘one size fits 
all’ approach to supporting people who remain 
offline in unlikely to be sufficient.   

What can be done?
To date, responses to digital participation across 
different sectors have often treat the issue as a 
standalone programme or delivery silo. There is an 
urgent need for decision makers to consider how 
they can embed digital skills and participation 
horizontally across policy development. Policies, 
programmes and initiatives can be ‘digital-
proofed’ to assess to what extent they impact 
on those who are not connected and what 
opportunities exist to help those who are online to 
get access and build their digital skills. 
 
All organisations with an interest in tackling 
disadvantage, alleviating poverty and improving 
the wellbeing of Scotland’s citizens are likely to 
have a role to play in recognising and delivering 
on digital participation as a key pillar of social 
justice in the 21st century.   

http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/across-the-divide-full-report/
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/role-digital-exclusion-social-exclusion-2/
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/across-the-divide-full-report/
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/carnegieuktrust/wp-content/uploads/sites/64/2016/02/pub1455011425.pdf
http://www.carnegieuktrust.org.uk/publications/making-digital-real-case-studies-of-how-to-help-the-final-fifth-get-online/
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