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Introduction 

The advent of the Internet has brought changes to citizen’s lives, influencing the patterns and 

practices of everyday life. It is clear that the growth of the information society has 

revolutionized the way in which citizens work, learn and socialize. However, it seems that 

some scholars (Dyson 1997; Gilder 1990, 2000; Kelly 1998; Negroponte 1995; Toffler 1970, 

1980; Turner 2006;) have often overemphasized the benefits and the positive aspects brought 

by new technologies of communication. These digital prophets, defined by Slouka (1995: 8) as 

techno-evangelists, have a hyper-positive vision of the Internet and see it as a panacea for all 

social issues. This position does not take into consideration issues related to unequal access 

and the use of digital technologies. For this reason, it is important to also analyse the obstacles 

and barriers that prevent individuals, and certain social groups, from accessing and properly 

using technologies. These obstacles are at the base of digital inequalities, both between 

different regions of the world and within wealthy and prosperous areas. There are, indeed, clear 

differences in terms of Internet usage and digital skills within the same area (Brandtzæg 2010; 

Selwyn 2004; Van Dijk 2005).   

More specifically, this chapter attempts to investigate the level of digital inequalities in Europe, 

looking at what the EU is doing to promote digital inclusion and to reduce the digital divide. 

In Europe, policymakers are aware of this issue and they are attempting to tackle social 

inequalities by bridging the digital divide. However, this term, which is increasingly popular 

in political, media and academic discourse, needs to be clarified. The digital divide, particularly 
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in its early stage, has been often used in binary terms, wrongly suggesting a one-dimensional 

gap that is mainly based on the simple possession of (technological) resources or access to 

ICTs. These analyses are based only on economic factors, excluding from the research and 

policy activities other vital issues related to the social structure. This is what we define as the 

first level of the digital divide (Ragnedda and Muschert 2013). However, the gap in access has 

declined over time, the existence of different levels of e-inclusion and the different ways of 

engaging with ICTs persist (Livingstone and Helsper 2007; Witte and Mannon 2010). A static 

or binary way of analysing digital inequalities does not show the whole spectrum of variable 

access and does not understand the gradations of e-inclusion.  

As will soon become clear, although reducing the gap between those who access the Internet 

and those who are still excluded is vital in order to bridge the first level of the digital divide, 

this does not necessarily translate into closing the digital inequalities’ gaps, which is based on 

different skills, motivations, purpose of use, autonomy of use and so forth. For this reason, the 

digital inclusion strategies that have been proposed, for instance, cut-rate and faster physical 

access, are vital to opening the door to citizens into the digital realm but these are not sufficient 

to ensure full digital inclusion for everyone. Over the years, the phenomenon of digital 

inequality has been remapped as a multidimensional phenomenon (Ragnedda and Muschert 

2017). Inequalities in the adoption and use of ICTs are not only based on economic factors but 

also involve multiple dimensions, such as technical access, autonomy, social support, skills 

and types of use, which go beyond simple access or the possession of resources. Inequalities 

persevere in digital technologies and the Internet, in particular, the access and proper use of 

these technologies continue to exceed the competence and abilities of many citizens. If not 

addressed, these digital inequalities may further increase the distance between citizens and 

social groups, thus reinforcing already existing social inequalities. This is the theoretical 

framework within which the study presented in this chapter has been developed. 

Since online inequalities have clear social consequences, tackling digital inequalities has 

become a social, rather than simply a technological, issue. Policymakers at all levels (from 

local to international institutions) play a primary role in reducing online inequalities by 

proposing digital inclusion policies aimed at including in the digital arena individuals who 

might otherwise be excluded. For example, in Europe, since the beginning of the 2000s, e-

inclusion has been one of the three strategic pillars of the EC’s i2010 plan (Millard 2006). The 

European strategy aims to guarantee that those who are disadvantaged in terms of availability 

of resources, lack of education, age, disabilities, geographic location, gender and ethnicity are 

digitally included (i2010 European Strategic Plan). Furthermore, the European Commission 
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(2016a) has clearly pointed out that “having digital skills and knowledge is just as important 

as reading, writing and arithmetic in today’s society, so we are putting emphasis on digital 

skills and education, leading to greater employment”.  

This chapter will shed light on European policies that aim to promote an individual’s present 

and future inclusion in the network society. The European strategy appears to be twofold: on 

the one hand, to reduce digital inequalities that may further increase socio-economic 

differences and, on the other, to tackle social inequalities through digital inclusion processes. 

More specifically, this chapter will examine data contained in Europe’s Digital Progress Report 

(EDPR) of 2016 and that of 2017 (European Commission 2016b; 2017), which combine the 

quantitative evidence from the Digital Economy and Society Index with country-specific policy 

insights. These reports are particularly useful for two reasons: first, they allow the European 

Commission to track the progress made in terms of digitalization by each Member State and, 

second, they provide an important feedback loop for policymaking at EU level. Due to their 

importance, I am using these reports to discuss the progress made by Member States (and to 

make comparisons between them) in terms of digitalization and digital inclusion, to highlight 

what more could be done to increase the level of digital inclusion and also to compare digital 

inequalities within the EU.  

In so doing, by analysing the evolution of the concept and the theoretical discussion 

surrounding it, this chapter will first discuss why digital inclusion matters. Second, drawing 

from the data presented in the EDPR 2016 and 2017, this chapter will outline differences and 

similarities among European countries in terms of accessing and using the Internet. Finally, 

prior to drawing conclusions, we will see the importance of promoting digital skills in tackling 

social inequalities.  

 

Why digital inclusion matters 

 

At a very early stage in the study of the digital divide, policymakers and scholars underlined 

the importance of the technical means of access, whilst also underestimating social factors 

related to access and literacy (Warschauer 2003). The focus of their research and policies was 

on the possession of technologies and access to the Internet, both across and within societies, 

concentrating on the gap between those who had access to digital technologies and those who 

did not (Bradbrook and Fisher 2004; Foley et al. 2002; Selwyn 2003). If these differences in 

terms of access were not reduced, they would increase the socio-economic gaps between 

individuals and countries. For this reason, by the end of the last millennium, the phenomenon 
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of the digital divide had become an urgent topic at the centre of the political agenda, both 

nationally and internationally. The phenomenon of the digital divide slowly moved beyond the 

binary classification, based simply on access, to include other elements related to social 

inequalities (Ragnedda and Muschert 2016). The reasons for the gap in the use of digital 

technologies beyond that of access have been sought in relation to social patterns based on 

social stratification systems, such as age (Loges and Jung 2001), income (Rice and 

Haythornthwaite 2006), ethnicity (Hoffman et al. 2001), country of residence (Chen and 

Wellman 2004), education (Clark and Gorski 2002) and gender (Bimber 2000; Losh 2003). 

Since social inclusion and digital inclusion are deeply intertwined, the emphasis changed to a 

focus on digital inclusion policies and strategies and the discussion over the digital divide has 

thus been remapped in terms of a social inclusion agenda (Ragnedda and Ruiu 2017). As noted 

by Warschauer (2003: 14), “A framework of technology for social inclusion allows us to re-

orient the focus from that of gaps to be overcome by provision of equipment to that of social 

development to be enhanced through the effective integration of ICT into communities and 

institutions. This kind of integration can only be achieved by attention to the wide range of 

physical, digital, human, and social resources that meaningful access to ICT entails”. The shift 

from the first level of the digital divide (mainly based on access to technologies) to the second 

level of the digital divide (inequalities in using digital technologies) had clear consequences 

(Attewell 2001). Indeed, both scholars and policymakers soon realized that to reduce digital 

inequalities, the focus must no longer only be on the possession of ICTs or on access to the 

Internet but also on skills and capacity (Thomas and Wyatt 2000) and the confidence (Faulkner 

and Kleif 2003) and motivation (van Dijk 2005) to approaching and using digital technologies. 

To enhance citizen’s engagement with civic and political institutions, it is not sufficient to 

extend the possibilities to connect to and use digital technologies because not everyone uses 

ICTs in the same way. Scholars and policymakers understood the necessity to study patterns 

of use (Selwyn 2006), the gradation of technology use (Livingstone and Helsper 2007), the 

reasons why someone uses the Internet (Anderson 2005; Selwyn 2003; Warschauer 2003) and 

the resultant social consequences. These elements reflect the multidimensionality of the digital 

divide and the vast spectrum of possibilities and social consequences of using and accessing 

the Internet. Everyday social relations are sustained by digital technologies, therefore, being 

excluded from the digital world also means being at the margins of society. This is not only 

because social groups that suffer social exclusion are also those most likely to be digitally 

excluded (Selwyn 2006; Abbott 2007) but also because this is a vicious circle that aggravates 

the situation of already disadvantaged individuals and groups (Ragnedda 2017). Thus, the 
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emphasis changed to a consideration of social patterns that are intrinsically tied to social 

inequalities. Limited access, limited literacy and lack of motivation and skills in using digital 

technologies means a low degree of inclusion in a digital society. In an advanced society, such 

as Europe, which is increasingly dependent on digital technologies and where more and more 

services, knowledge and information are online, being digitally excluded means sitting on the 

wrong side of the digital divide (Ragnedda and Ruiu 2016). To reduce marginalization, it is 

indispensable to promote equal access to and use of technologies (Castells 2001). 

Discussions of digital inclusion are about much more than simple access to knowledge and to 

the information resources present in the digital realm. Digital inclusion also means the capacity 

to engage and participate in social networks and local communities (Wessels 2008) and to 

actively engage with information in the digital world. Digital inclusion policies aim to narrow 

down the digital divide, not only by proposing funding for technologies and enhancing 

technological infrastructures but also by proposing training in the use of digital technologies, 

by providing services designed specifically for those who are socially and digitally excluded 

and via any other opportunities specifically thought to target those who are at the margins of 

the digital arena. Both scholars and policymakers should identify the limits and barriers that 

maintain individual exclusion and, at the same time, propose and create opportunities to 

facilitate the e-inclusion of those who are digitally marginalized. Thus, digital inclusion 

policies should not only focus on the barriers that prevent an individual from accessing the 

Internet but must consider, among the other issues, factors such as skills, attitudes and different 

levels of engagement with technologies (Selwyn 2004; van Dijk 2005; Warschauer 2004). In 

addition, researchers and policymakers are now analysing the digital inclusion process in 

relation to the information available online (Selwyn and Facer 2007), the range of software that 

individuals would wish to access (Abbott 2007) and the digital literacies and skills required by 

individuals in a broader sense (Crawford and Irving 2007; Wessels 2008). Digital inclusion is, 

therefore, a multifaceted phenomenon and, as such, needs to be addressed by policymakers. 

This is the purpose of European digital inclusion policies.  

 

Differences in Internet use in Europe 

 

The gap in accessing the Internet is narrowing in advanced societies such as Europe. While the 

first level of the digital divide is being bridged (in Iceland, for instance, 100% of the population 

access the Internet), other forms of digital inequalities are emerging that are much more 

difficult to counteract. Using data provided by Europe’s Digital Progress Report 2016 and 2017 
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(European Commission 2016b; European Commission 2017), it is possible to analyse 

differences in terms of access and skills across European states and to reflect on what should 

be done to tackle digital inequalities.  

First, it is worth noting that the number of individuals using the Internet is constantly growing. 

Indeed, 79% of EU citizens go online weekly and 71% daily, compared to 76% and 67%, 

respectively, in the previous year (European Commission 2017). It is expected that 90% of the 

population of Europe will regularly use the Internet by 2024 (European Commission 2016b), 

while some countries will reach saturation point earlier. Based on these data, we can argue that 

in the coming years the first level of the digital divide will be bridged almost everywhere in 

Europe. The spread of technologies may reduce the number of people that are totally excluded 

from the digital realm but this will not solve the phenomenon of digital inequalities. Rather, it 

will rather increase it. Indeed, as we will see later, digital inequalities in terms of skills, 

competences, motivations and purpose of use (second level of the digital divide) will increase, 

while the social and economic benefits deriving from an efficient use of the Internet might 

reinforce social inequalities. This is what we might define as the third level of the digital divide 

(Ragnedda 2017). Digital inequalities are generating new forms of marginalization or digital 

discrimination that further exacerbate social disparities and inequalities within advanced 

countries. Indeed, socially disadvantaged citizens are less likely to use the Internet and, above 

all, to gain social benefits from it. Data provided in Europe’s Digital Progress Report 2017, 

show that 37% of disadvantaged people in Europe do not use the Internet weekly (EDRP 2017). 

Furthermore, some specific categories of socially disadvantaged people remain around 20 

percentage points or more behind the average. Indeed, low educated (58%), older populations 

(57%) and inactive and retired people (54%) are the farthest behind (EDRP 2017). These social 

patterns, at the real heart of social inequalities, strongly influence Internet access and usage. 

Any action designed to augment the level of digital inclusion needs to address the challenges 

posed by these social patterns and to see these disadvantaged categories as the targets of any 

digital inclusion campaign in Europe. Delving deeper into these data, it emerges that not all 

countries across Europe experience the same level of digital inequalities and, consequently, 

policies should act accordingly and taking into account the specific cultural, political, social 

and technological context in which they operate. Differences between European countries are 

quite evident, despite the significant catch-up achieved by several European countries that were 

lagging behind but have made important improvements in terms of usage. For instance, 

according to the 2017 Europe’s Digital Progress Report, Romania and Greece made 

considerable efforts in fighting digital exclusion between 2010 and 2016. In fact, the number 
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of digitally excluded individuals decreased in Romania by 27%, while in Greece it decreased 

by 24%. These are remarkable achievements that have been followed closely by other 

countries, such as Cyprus (-22%) and Portugal (-20%). Despite this progress, 14% of the EU 

population is totally excluded from the digital realm and has never used the Internet. The 

number of people excluded from the Internet decreased from 18% in 2014 to 14% in 2016. In 

this respect, we can split the Member States into three main groups. The first group includes 

countries such as the Scandinavian countries, the Netherlands, the UK and Luxemburg, where 

the vast majority of the populations (more than 90%) use the Internet regularly. In this group, 

Internet penetration is really high and the first level of the digital divide has almost been 

bridged. However, as mentioned, this does not mean that digital inequalities do not exist in 

these countries. It is rather the opposite, as more and more services, information and knowledge 

move online, the capacity, confidence and skills in using digital technologies become important 

matters of inequalities. The second group are made of countries such as Estonia and Germany, 

which are quickly achieving the same results as the first group and are rapidly moving toward 

bridging the first level of the digital divide. In the third group, we can include countries such 

as Bulgaria (58%) and Romania (56%) that are clearly below the EU average despite their 

efforts to increase Internet penetration (European Commission 2017). However, a lot more 

needs to be done to reduce the number of digitally excluded people in countries where the 

number of non-Internet users accounts for  30% or more of the population.  

 

Why do citizens access the Internet and why are they not interested in it?  

As we have seen, Internet penetration is increasing everywhere in Europe, although at different 

speeds and with different characteristics. Citizens use the Internet to engage in a wide range of 

activities, such as consumer content, shopping, online banking services, communication, social 

networking, job searches and much more. All of these activities are captured by the Digital 

Economy and Society Index (DESI), which is a composite index that tracks the development 

of EU Member States in digital competitiveness and summarizes the relevant indicators of 

Europe’s digital performance. More specifically, the DESI focuses on five dimensions, namely: 

Connectivity, Human Capital, Use of Internet, Integration of Digital Technology and Digital 

Public Services. According to the third indicator (Use of Internet), the majority of people in 

Europe use the Internet for news-related activities (68%), shopping (65%), social networking 

(63%) and banking (57%). Other activities are quite popular, such as looking for videos, games 

and music (49%) and video on demand (41%). Evidently, there are differences across countries 
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in Europe. Denmark, Sweden and Belgium, for instance, have the most active Internet users in 

Europe, while Italy, Romania, Hungary and Greece are at the bottom of this ranking.  

However, not everybody has access to the Internet and those who do not have access are 

excluded from a growing number of opportunities, knowledge and resources. To further reduce 

the number of individuals that are digitally excluded in Europe, policymakers need to work on 

the barriers to Internet access at home and not only the physical or economic barriers. 

Policymakers need to first understand the reasons beyond the issue of non-access. The main 

reason for not having Internet access is that citizens think that they do not need it. Indeed, 

around 46% of citizens who do not use the Internet believe that there is no need to use it 

(European Commission 2017) and, consequently, there is neither a motivation to acquire 

technologies nor to subscribe to the Internet. There are complicated reasons as to why in some 

countries with a high level of Internet penetration Internet use is seen as more important than 

in other countries. This may depend on the available content (in some countries almost every 

public service is online), on the perception of technologies (for several reasons, some countries 

adopted new technologies earlier than others), on the services provided via the Internet and so 

forth. As more activities and services move online there is increasing pressure from citizens 

for the necessity to access the Internet.  

Another barrier to Internet access at home is the cost (European Commission 2017), both in 

terms of equipment (26%) and access to broadband (22%). The barriers tied to the cost are 

more significant among households with children and among low-income households. To 

lessen these barriers to Internet access, policymakers could work on reducing these costs and 

promoting the spread of technological devices that may allow citizens to access the digital 

arena. To reduce digital inequalities and implement a digital inclusion strategy, the first and 

inevitable step is to target those with most need of access, training, education and support. 

However, the identification of digitally disadvantaged groups is not sufficient if it is not 

followed by concrete policies and solutions to tackle digital inequalities. If they are not 

challenged, these inequalities may increase social disparities since “exclusion from these 

networks is one of the most damaging forms of exclusion in our economy and in our culture” 

(Castells, 2002: 3). The spread of new technologies presents a concrete opportunity to enhance 

citizens’ quality of life. Policymakers should explain the potential of new technologies to help 

disadvantaged groups to improve their life. Indeed, the position one holds in the network 

society, where economic and socially relevant information circulates, is a factor in terms of 

producing inequalities. For individuals without physical access to the Internet, digital inclusion 

is a way to access the resources and services that would otherwise be unavailable to them. 
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Concrete help from policymakers might take the form of financial support to help to digitally 

include those (such as families with children and low-income citizens) who cannot afford 

access. In this way, policymakers would avoid further discriminating against socially 

disadvantaged citizens.  

 

Digital skills 

 

There is another important barrier at the base of digital exclusion that is not tied to the first 

level of the digital divide but, rather, to the second level of the digital divide and, hence, to the 

skills that are needed to use the Internet in a satisfactory manner. Indeed, 42% of people who 

do not use the Internet state that they do not use it because of a lack of skills (European 

Commission 2017). These data are quite complicated and difficult to read and interpret. To try 

to decode these data, we need to look at the Digital Skills Indicators (DSI) based on the EU 

digital competence framework for citizens (DigComp), developed by the Joint Research 

Centre’s Institute for Prospective Technologies Studies on behalf of the Directorate-General 

for Employment Social Affairs and Inclusion. According to the 2016 DSI (European 

Commission 2017), 19% of EU populations have no digital skills at all. These data refer to 

those who have never used the Internet and have zero digital skills and competencies. These 

data vary accordingly to different countries. Indeed, some countries, such as Luxemburg, are 

at the bottom of this chart with just 3% of the population with zero digital skills, while other 

countries, such as Poland and Bulgaria, have more than 40% of individuals with zero digital 

skills. In the latter cases, we are considering individuals who have never used the Internet and 

who are, therefore, totally excluded from it. However, even when citizens use the Internet and 

access the digital realm, there are differences in proficiencies and capacities. This is exactly 

what we could define as the second level of the digital divide. Access is a necessary but not a 

sufficient condition for a proper digital engagement. It is complicated to measure successful 

engagement with technologies since research would need to include the user’s own estimates 

of their digital engagement and inclusion (Anderson 2005; Haddon 2000; Selwyn 2006b).  

A low level of digital skills (such as carrying out activities from only one of the four digital 

competence domains: communication, information, problem solving and content creation) is 

not sufficient to operate effectively in a digital society. As we have seen, there exist several 

degrees of e-inclusion that allow citizens to fully enjoy the benefits offered by the Internet. It 

is the capacity to use, exploit and take advantage of ICT that will determine the level of digital 

and social inclusion in the network society. Digital and social inequalities are inextricably 
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intertwined and influence each other. This means that high disparities in terms of digital 

competences and digital skills may result in enhancing already existing social inequalities. 

These data are particularly concerning since 44% of the EU population has an insufficient level 

of digital skills, with some countries, such as Romania, where three out of four citizens do not 

have the skills required to function properly in a digital society. For this reason, digital 

inclusion policies—broadly defined as any kind of activity organized by private or public actors 

to support and encourage access to and use of digital technologies—should pay particular 

attention to the development of digital skills across the population by offering training or other 

opportunities to develop digital skills and comprehension. For individuals who cannot access 

or make the best use of digital resources, digital inclusion is a means to allow these 

disadvantaged individuals to participate in the same social, citizenship learning and 

employment activities as others who are more advantaged.  

It is clear that digital skills affect the capacity of individuals to operate and live in a digital 

society, including their position in the labour force and the capacity to improve life chances. In 

2016, 37% of the EU labour force had an insufficient level of digital skills. This percentage is 

rapidly changing as increasing numbers of citizens and workers acquire digital skills. However, 

it is worth noting that in 2016, 11% of the EU labour force did not use the Internet and, 

consequently, had no digital skills at all. Again, disparities between countries within the EU 

are quite evident. In some European countries, such as Romania and Bulgaria, a third of the 

labour force has no digital skills at all and is completely excluded from the digital realm. 

Furthermore, in these two countries, the percentage of workers with zero or an insufficient level 

of digital skills is very high: about 70% in both Bulgaria and Romania. These are two extreme 

cases but in 2016 the average percentage of workers with no digital skills in Europe was almost 

37% and in 15 countries this percentage was higher. These are impressive data that show digital 

inequalities and disparities across the EU and also in relation to job opportunities. Indeed, in 

the decade from 2005 to 2015, the employment of ICT specialists in the EU-28 grew from 2.2 

million to 7.7 million. This dramatic growth of jobs in this area proves the importance and 

prominence of digital skills to acquiring a job or improving career opportunities. The use of 

basic software and the possession of basic digital skills are increasingly seen as crucial in the 

workplace. Despite the indispensability of using basic digital software or demonstrating basic 

digital skills, and despite the efforts of the Commission’s Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs to 

train citizens across the EU, it seems that the gap between the demand and the supply of ICT 

specialists in Europe is growing. According to Europe’s Digital Progress Report 2016, this gap 

may increase from 373,000 in 2015 to 500,000 by 2020. These data are particularly interesting 
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because they appear despite the fact that Commission’s Grand Coalition for Digital Jobs has 

trained over two million citizens in digital skills since the launch of the initiative in 2013. 

Despite this effort, almost 30% of European users have no software-related skills. Digital skills 

training seems to be one of the most crucial and vital requirements for improvement across 

competence dimensions in European countries. Indeed, in 2016, 28% of European users had 

not carried out any activities related to software and content creation (in Bulgaria and Romania 

are 52% and 50% of users). Furthermore, around 93% of European users have never carried 

out activities in writing code and programming language and more than 70% do not use the 

advanced functions of spreadsheets. In absolute terms, the UK (pre-Brexit) is the country in 

Europe that employs the largest number of ICT specialist. Indeed, around 1.54 million ICT 

specialist work in the UK, while 1.47 million work in Germany, which is the country that in 

the decade between 2005 to 2015 had the largest increase in the number of workers in this area 

(659,000), followed by France (381,000), the UK (192,000) and Italy (135,000). However, 

despite the increasing size of the labour force in this area, the employment potential for 

specialized ICT skills remains under-exploited. As a consequence, there is a need to reduce the 

second level of the digital divide by improving digital skills. The launch of the European 

Commission’s Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition, which aims to develop a digital talent pool 

and improve digital skills among the labour force in Europe, can be seen to be moving in this 

direction. The Digital Skills and Jobs Coalition works with Member States and stakeholders to 

identify and share best practices that can be replicated in areas such as training for digital jobs. 

This is not the only initiative launched by the European Commission but is part of a vast action 

(10 concrete actions under the New Skills agenda for Europe) that is focused on the promotion 

of digital skills across Europe.  

 

Conclusion 

 

The growth of the Internet has deeply influenced daily life. The use of the Internet is, indeed, 

crucial for looking for new and better jobs, providing access to private and government 

services, offering better learning opportunities, cheaper forms of social interaction and 

communication and much more. Being excluded from the Internet means losing these 

opportunities to improve life chances. This is why Internet penetration is growing everywhere, 

opening up new possibilities and opportunities to improve citizens’ lives. While the first level 

of the digital divide is slowly being bridged, the same cannot be said regarding the second level 

of the digital divide. As we have seen, in some European states, such as Finland, the 
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Netherlands, Denmark and Luxemburg, Internet penetration is very high and the percentage of 

non-Internet users is less than 5%. Furthermore, some European countries that are not members 

of the EU, such as Norway and Iceland, have an almost zero population who are excluded from 

the Internet. In these countries, the disparities in terms of physical access have almost been 

bridged.  

However, even in an advanced area of the world, such as Europe, where there is a high level 

of Internet penetration, disparities in terms of access and skills are quite evident and inequalities 

persist in terms of skills, digital literacy, motivation, confidence and autonomy of use, to 

mention just a few. Several obstacles, such as the absence of motivation, the cost and the 

absence of digital skills, prevent the full exploitation of the potential offered by the Internet. 

Digital exclusion, defined as a lack of or limited access to ICT, and digital marginalization, 

based on a lack of capacities in using digital technologies, strongly increases the risk of social 

exclusion since social and digital exclusion are correlated. Inequalities in accessing and using 

the Internet affect several areas of everyday life. This is why policies of digital inclusion are 

increasingly important to policymakers at all levels. In a digitally enabled society, not only 

access to the Internet but also digital skills and digital literacy are vital to full participation in 

politics, business opportunities or labour markets, exploiting and creating educational 

opportunities, playing a part in delivering healthcare and so forth. As we have seen, access is a 

fundamental but not a sufficient condition to tackle digital inequalities. Citizens will also need 

digital skills to make the most of the Internet and to have services more appropriately tailored 

to their needs, increased content based on their preferences and more programmes and services 

around key community needs. The European Union is working in this direction by attempting 

to provide people with the capability to use the Internet in order to accomplish tasks that will 

benefit them in daily life. With its digital inclusion policies, the European Union is not 

underestimating the social, economic and cultural effects produced by differences in access to 

and use of digital technologies. The European digital inclusion policies are based on the idea 

that endowing citizens to go online will eventually help to address wider social issues, support 

economic development and close equality gaps.  
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