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Introduction
The ongoing digitization of services – both public and private – has led to an
increased risk amongst the general population of being or becoming digitally
excluded (van Dijk, 2005; Helsper, 2008; Mariën et al., 2013). The so-called “digital
turn” is posing a threat to all individuals that do not have the necessary digital skills to
handle the digitization of the various life domains (Helsper, 2011). Recent studies
have shown that the socio-economic background of individuals no longer solely
defines digital exclusion, and, moreover, that mechanisms of digital exclusion go
beyond socio-economically vulnerable groups (Brotcorne et al., 2009; Schurmans &
Mariën, 2013). There is no longer a clear view on the groups at risk of being or
becoming digitally excluded. The traditionally defined twofold and dichotomous
categories of included versus excluded population groups – e.g. rich versus poor;
young versus old; or male versus female – are no longer valid. Consequently, new
and more contextualized approaches are needed to identify those at risk of being
digitally excluded. Moreover, research by experts in the field such as van Deursen
and van Dijk (2014) emphasizes that digital skills and the ability to deal with digital
media in an autonomous and strategic way are of increasing importance in order to
ensure one’s full societal participation. This move towards strategic goals and added
value gained through the use of digital media is also visible at the level of e-inclusion
policies that have shifted from the mere provision of physical access to broader
societal goals such as empowerment, inclusion and participation (Mariën & Prodnik,
2014; Steyn & Johanson, 2011; Witte & Mannon, 2010; Zillien & Hargittai, 2009).
The IDEALiC project aims to address these issues by focusing on setting the new
scene of e-inclusion for the upcoming years. The central research question of the
IDEALiC project is how e-inclusion policies and initiatives can provide solutions for
the mechanisms of digital exclusion that coincide with the digital turn.
With regard to theory, the IDEALiC project aims to lead to a renewed insight of the
core concepts of the project. Particular attention is thus given to the changing
concepts of digital exclusion and inclusion as well as digital competences in the
current context of convergence and diversification of digital technologies.
This deliverable D.1.1., “a theoretical revision of the evolution of the conception of
digital inclusion”, entails a literature review of theoretical and empirical scientific
research that focuses on the conceptual understanding of digital exclusion and
inclusion mechanisms. In particular, focus is placed on questioning the recent
conceptual evolution of digital inclusion towards aspects of empowerment, inclusion
and social participation.
Indeed, nowadays, one cannot overlook the pervasiveness of digital technologies in
all domains of society with the ongoing and rapid digitization of both public and
private services. However, despite the technological advances achieved in the socalled “information society” and the fact that ICT has become an integrated part of
the everyday life of most of the population, inequalities remain in the adoption and
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use of digital technologies. Some scholars argue that it takes new forms and that the
risk of digital exclusion amongst the general population is even increasing with the
so-called “digital turn” (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2013; Helsper, 2012; Mariën et al.,
2013; Robinson & al., 2015). Over the last two decades, the unprecedented rapid
digital changes have thus created an extended arena of research concerns for
scholars aiming to examine the nature and the extent of these evolving forms of
inequalities and exclusion mechanisms.
Hence, the aim of the deliverable is to critically review the existing theoretical and
empirical research focusing on digital inclusion and its closely related terms: “digital
divide”, “digital exclusion” and “digital inequalities”. The key concern of this paper is
to discuss the evolution of this research literature in order to highlight its progression
as well as some of its pitfalls and limitations. Drawing on these critical
considerations, the paper formulates some new lines of research for future
investigations on digital inclusion.
This extensive literature review on digital inclusion and closely associated concepts
was carried out through an important desk research. Priority was given to literature
that encompasses conceptual frameworks for digital inclusion and exclusion with an
emphasis on the most recently identified crucial aspects, such as social
exclusion/inclusion mechanisms, social participation and empowerment. More
generally speaking, this literature review gave priority to articles or reports that
review past and current research, compare research results from different
disciplines, assess empirical research methods, and indicate new research directions
and needs for improved knowledge. Moreover, the literature review was based upon
a diversified selection of scientific literature, regarding physical form – articles, books,
policy and research reports – and regarding type of discipline, e.g. communication
studies, sociology and policy studies.
To do this, the first section of the paper presents the evolution of academic and
institutional literature focusing on inequalities related to the diffusion of information
and communication technologies over the last two decades. In particular, it discusses
the evolution of the debate that has progressively shifted from the terms “digital
divide” and “exclusion” towards the term “digital inclusion”, explaining the meaning of
this shift.
The second section discusses the advances as well as some shortcomings of current
research developments in the field. The critical discussion focuses on highlighting the
pitfalls of two recent research trends. The first one concerns the lack of empirical
evidence about the effective and observable consequences of digital
(dis)engagement on mechanisms of social exclusion and inclusion. The second one
underlines the limitations of studying digital inclusion through the sole lens of usercentric approaches that prevail in the field. It also questions the relevance of
research focusing on the dimension of “choice” as one key factor to explain
individuals’ digital (dis)engagement in the current context of digitization “by default of
the society”.
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Against this background, the third section of the paper outlines some future lines of
research allowing digital inclusion to be grasped in a more informed sociological and
wider contextual perspective. Arguing that the empirical examination of the social
effects of ICT use on various spheres of everyday life should be the starting and the
end point of research on digital inclusion, this section outlines the benefits of the life
course perspective as an innovative sociological approach to grasping the varying
impacts of digital (non-)use in terms of social exclusion or inclusion, according to
particular individuals’ life stages and circumstances. This implies developing more indepth sociological definitions of core concepts in the sociology of social inequalities
such as digital exclusion and inclusion, social participation and empowerment.

Development of a debate: from digital divide to
digital inclusion
The term “information and communications technology” (ICT) includes the Internet
and any other digital communication devices, applications and networks that facilitate
the transfer of information and various types of electronically mediated
communications (computer, digital television, cellular phones and other mobile
devices, etc.). It also covers the various services and applications associated with
them.
Throughout this paper, the terms “ICT” and “digital technologies” are interchangeably
used. However, one must be aware that the content of these terms has evolved over
time. ICT was used in initial digital divide literature, presented this paper, in order to
refer essentially to personal computers and/or the Internet in its infancy. In the
current context of convergence of digital technologies, recent studies have used the
terms in a more extensive way. They also include Web 2.0 and the different kinds of
mobile digital devices and applications.

Moving beyond a binary definition of digital divide
Since it became clear that information and communication technologies (ICT), and
particularly the Internet, will play an increasingly significant role in all aspects of daily
life, general concerns about inequalities related to ICT diffusion and adoption have
grown in academic and policy circles. During the last two decades, a broad
theoretical and political debate has come to the fore about the so-called “digital
divide phenomenon”. This term appeared in public discourse in the mid-1990s to
commonly refer to inequalities within and across societies between those who have
access to and use computers and the incipient World Wide Web, and those who do
not. This term is conventionally defined as “the gap that separates segments of
society as well as whole nations into those who are able to take advantage of new
ICT opportunities and those are not” (OECD, 2000, p. 3).
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With this in mind, official statistics and initial academic research have focused on
disparities in physical and material access to information and communication
technologies, more particularly the Internet (infrastructure, equipment and Internet
connection). Under the influence of the well-known diffusion theory of Rogers (1995),
the first empirical investigations have been based on large-scale quantitative studies
and drawn attention to quantifiable indicators, such as socio-economic and sociodemographic characteristics. Successive studies and surveys have shown that, even
within the “technology developed” regions, access to ICT is strongly patterned along
the lines of socio-economic status, income, gender, level of education, age,
geography and ethnicity. This trend led A. Lenhart et al. (2003, p. 41) to declare that
“demography is destiny when it comes to predicting who will go online”.
All this body of literature was undertaken on the basis of a conventional
understanding of the “digital divide” as a simple case between the “information
haves” and the “information have-nots”, or in economic terms, the “information poor”
and the “information rich” (Tsatsou, 2011). This mainstream digital divide perspective
was actually based on the prevailing deterministic assumption that mere access
automatically leads to take-up and use of ICT, regardless of the various economic,
social and cultural contexts where diffusion of these technological devices takes
place.
Subsequently, given that access to digital technologies became more widespread in
households within countries, some scholars started arguing that while the access
divide tends to shrink, a new form of digital divide emerges in the use of ICT, once
the barrier of access is crossed. They underlined that beyond the binary
differentiation of users versus non-users lie variations in what people do with online
contents, which also has implications for social inequality. Therefore, several
scholars have suggested that more nuanced indicators about use should be taken
into account beyond traditional measures of technical access.
R. Kling (1998, 2002) is one of the first scholars to take an important step further by
broadening the scope of the digital divide by explicitly distinguishing technical access
(inequalities in access to domestic computers) from social access (inequalities in
competences and knowledge among those who are already users). In the same
perspective, G. Attewell (2001) classified the digital divide into two steps: the “first
digital divide”, which refers to the material access to computers and the Internet, and
the “second digital divide”, which represents the disparities in computer and Internet
use. Hargittaï (2002) suggested a similar differentiation between access to ICT and
ability to use it as “the first-level and the second-level digital divide”. More generally,
an ongoing consensus emerged regarding the fact that actual differences in use of
digital technologies constitute a more prevalent source of inequalities than their plain
access. As M. Warschauer (2003, p. 46) indicated: “the key issue is not unequal
access to computers but rather the unequal ways that computers are used.”
With this in mind, a wave of criticism stemmed from scholarly works around the
notion of “digital divide” itself, which still remains today a contentious issue in
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academic research (Guichard, 2011). Critics have underlined the conceptual lacking
in this “umbrella” concept, which actually covers various different situations of social
inequalities (Granjon, 2012). Some academic observers have pointed out that there
is no real agreement concerning what is exactly meant by this term. Under the guise
of a consensual notion, its content is rarely defined in a rigorous and unequivocal
way (Rallet, 2004). According to J. van Dijk, “the digital divide has probably caused
more confusion than clarification” (van Dijk, 2005, p. 5). Quoting A. Sen (2000), this
author raises an impertinent question, however, largely absent from public debates
and academic investigations: “behind the generic term of digital divide, we are
speaking about ‘inequality of what’? Is it inequality of opportunities, life chances,
freedoms, capital, resources, positions, skills, or what?” (van Dijk, 2005, p. 5).
Thus, whilst there remains a lack of consensus regarding the extent, the causes and
the consequences of these new forms of inequality, contemporary researchers
recognize the increasing difficulty in identifying one clear digital divide. They argue
that different forms of interlocking divides coexist today, leading to several
conceptualizations of the concept (Brotcorne & Valenduc, 2008, 2009; van Dijk,
2005; Di Maggio & Hargittaï, 2001; Hargittaï, 2004; Katz & Rice, 2002; Livingstone &
Helpster, 2007; Mossberg et al., 2003; Selwyn, 2004; Warschauer, 2003).
In order to better reflect the rising complexity of this new phenomenon, a burgeoning
body of academic commentators started arguing the pressing need to reconsider
digital inequalities in a subtler and more nuanced way than in a simplistic binary
distinction between access versus no access, or use versus non-use, which have
prevailed in the mainstream digital divide literature (van Dijk, 2005; Di Maggio et al.,
2004; Hargittaï, 2002; Katz & Rice, 2002; Selwyn et al., 2005; Warschauer, 2003).
The next section develops this critical perspective in more detail.

Toward a multidimensional approach to the phenomenon
In order to highlight the evolving and puzzling nature of the phenomenon (Tsatsou,
2011), the conceptualization of the digital divide shifted towards a multidimensional
definition. This issue has led some scholars to suggest replacing the binary term
“divide” with a more suitable concept such as digital rainbow (Clement & Shade,
2000; van Dijk, 2005), continuum (Hargittaï & Hinnant, 2008; Livingstone & Helsper,
2007; Wei, 2012). Other researchers put forward the notion of digital inequalities in
order to emphasize the various levels existing in the whole process of accessing
digital technologies and its full appropriation (Brotcorne et al., 2010; Di Maggio et al.,
2004; Hargittaï, 2002; Robinson et al., 2015; Selwyn, 2004).
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The multifaceted nature of access to and use of digital
technologies
According to this perspective, research calls for attributing more nuances to the
concept of access itself as well as to the effective use of digital technologies. Firstly,
it appears salient to recognize the existence of different types of access to ICT.
Indeed, formal access does not necessarily mean an effective, sustainable and
ubiquitous access to technologies. One should also acknowledge the often
overlooked issue that access to digital technologies does not automatically equate to
use of ICT. More importantly, such use does not automatically lead to meaningful
and empowering online activities (Brotcorne et al., 2010; Helsper, 2008, 2012;
Selwyn, 2004, 2006).
Therefore, “access” and “use” are two generic multifaceted concepts that have
progressively encompassed a variety of practices that can be undertaken via a range
of hardware devices and software platforms, in various kinds of contexts, requiring
different levels of skills and resulting in different outcomes. On this basis, a growing
number of scholars have invited the development of a more sophisticated
understanding of the various types of engagement with ICT and to take into
consideration the several inequalities of opportunities and outcomes that may occur
at these multiple levels.
In an attempt to highlight the complex relationship between access to and use of ICT,
a body of empirical studies has begun to analyse the various underlying reasons
behind the dynamic of individuals’ engagement with digital technologies. Alongside
the traditional socio-demographic, socio-economic and technological barriers, more
contextual and individual factors, such as a lack of effective or perceived digital skills,
a negative attitude towards ICT, a lack of experience with it, insufficient motivation or
perceived usefulness to use it, scarce social resources and supportive networks as
well as limited opportunities regarding learning and usage, have also been identified
as key factors influencing the whole process of appropriation of digital technologies
(Brotcorne et al., 2010; van Dijk, 2005; Eynon & Geniets, 2015; Helsper, 2008, 2012;
Mariën & van Audenhove, 2011; Selwyn, 2004, 2006).
In order to illustrate the complexity of the phenomenon, some scholars have
developed theoretical gradual frameworks of the digital divide, trying to encompass
the various levels of ICT appropriation and the multiple underlying factors shaping
this dynamic. For instance, J. van Dijk (2005) is one of the first to distinguish different
stages in engagement with digital technologies. He has conceptualized access as a
fourfold unit comprising four barriers:
1. material access referring to the traditional notion of physical access and the
possession of equipment;
2. motivational access referring to the mental barriers that prevent people from
using ICT;
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3. skills access referring to the knowledge and the different digital skills
necessary to fully use ICT;
4. usage access that encompasses the different types of use (frequency,
duration of time, extent of use and nature of online activities performed).
Furthermore, van Dijk considered the success of these stages of engagement with
ICT as contingent on the following aspects of resources: temporal resources (time to
spend on different activities in life); mental resources (general social and technical
skills beyond specific ICT skills); social resources (social network positions and
relationships); and cultural resources (cultural assets, such as status and forms of
credentials).
Similarly, N. Selwyn (2004) suggested going beyond mere formal access to take into
consideration effective or perceived access on the one hand, and the progression
from basic ICT use to meaningful engagement with digital technologies on the other.
According to this author, the process culminates in the potential short-term outcomes
or longer-term consequences of this digital engagement. Crucially, Selwyn considers
the success of these stages as depending on the following mediating forms of
capital, based upon Bourdieu’s concepts:
−

economic capital as the obvious form of capital underlying people’s
engagement with ICT, i.e. material resourcing, domestic space for ICT use;

−

cultural capital that can be embodied, i.e. different forms of digital skills and
know-how, participation in formal and informal ICT training; objectified, i.e.
socialization to technoculture via family, peers; and institutionalized, i.e.
formal ICT qualifications;

−

social capital, i.e. different kinds of supportive social networks to learn about
using digital technologies.

Furthermore, in order to create an index of digital inclusion, E. Helsper (2008, 2012)
developed another, similar type of theoretical framework that focuses on different
digital resources organized into four broad categories: ICT access, skills, attitudes
and the extent as well as the nature of digital engagement.

Digital competences as the cornerstone of digital
engagement
Given that digital skills are considered to be a key aspect in understanding the
variation in usage patterns, a valuable body of literature in respect to this issue has
been developed in the last ten years both from the academic side and from the
institutional side, notably from European institutions (Brotcorne et al., 2009, 2010;
Warschauer, 2003). Several studies advance the hypothesis that social inequalities
among users are primarily related to an unequal distribution of digital skills
(Brotcorne & Valenduc, 2008, 2009; van Deursen & van Dijk, 2014; van Dijk, 2005;
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Hargittai, 2002; Selwyn & Facer, 2007). For instance, according to E. Guichard
(2003, p. 5), “this cognitive gap is the place where the digital divide is expressed in
the most violent way”. Some empirical works have demonstrated that there is a
positive and reinforcing relationship between use and skills (Hargittai, 2010; Hargittai
& Hinnant, 2008; Zillien & Hargittai, 2009). In general terms, people who are more
skilled tend to develop broader types of online activities, are able to participate to a
greater extent in digital practices and are thus more likely to gain benefits from these
practices in different arenas of their daily life.
Furthermore, studies have also provided useful classifications with regard to the
types of skills needed to use digital technologies and meaningfully exploit their online
contents (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2010; van Dijk, 2005; Ferrari, 2013; Helpster, van
Deursen, & Eynon, 2014; Litt, 2013). It has been shown that skills have technical,
social, critical and creative components. Nowadays, numerous classifications
suggest that skills should be measured beyond the basic technical level and in
relation to the ability to work with technologies for informational and social purposes.
Indeed, many scholars refer to the distinction between instrumental skills,
informational skills (related to the format and the substance of digital contents) and
strategic skills (meaningful use in relation to a purpose), which was initially
elaborated in the Netherlands (Steyaert & De Haan, 2001) and further developed by
several authors (Brotcorne & Valenduc, 2009; van Dijk, 2005; Mariën et al., 2010). In
a subsequent version of this typology, a sharper distinction was made between
formal skills, which are defined as the skills needed to handle the special structures
of digital media such as menus and hypertexts, and substantial informational skills,
which are the skills needed to search, select and evaluate information in digital
media (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2010). More recently, these authors added
communication skills and content creation skills (van Deursen et al., 2014). In
particular, creation and production skills are increasingly seen as important for
enabling individuals to respond to the content they consume and participate more
effectively in the information society. Some even argue that content production skills
are necessary to develop true critical skills.
Given the importance of digital competencies regarding discrepancies in the ability of
individuals to develop capital-enhancing usage patterns, empirical studies have paid
growing attention to the process leading to the development of these skills. From the
work to date, it appears that learning to use digital technologies is a complex
cognitive and social process occurring over time. The capacity to learn using ICT is
strongly shaped by individuals’ local social context and is very often influenced by a
need to use technology to achieve some goals. In other words, learning digital skills
is a social process embedded within everyday practices, concrete needs and life
habits (Ferro, Helbig, & Gil-Garcia, 2011; Selwyn, 2005; Selwyn & Facer, 2007).
In addition to the perceived usefulness or relevance in learning to use technology,
many researchers have stressed the importance of the role of informal learning
settings in this process (i.e. educational, professional, personal settings) within
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supportive networks which are playing a key role in the development of skills and
capital-enhancing online activities (Eynon & Malmberg, 2012; Hargittai, 2007; Le
Guel, 2004). Some researchers have particularly underlined the unequal
opportunities given by individuals’ social environment to develop digital skills and
gain experience in using digital technologies (Eynon & Geniet, 2015; Glassey &
Pfister-Giauque, 2006). Others have shown that capabilities (the capacity of being
able to transform skills into achievements) are also at play in this process (Brotcorne
et al., 2010). This is why Eynon and Geniet (2015, p. 2) argue that “the development
of digital skills has a strong experiential component”.
Summarizing these recent evolutions in research with respect to the so-called digital
divide, one can argue that, overall, this large body of scientific literature has
developed a sophisticated theoretical and empirical understanding of the various
qualitative aspects of digital engagement with regard to access as well as ICT use.
Moreover, research has contributed to highlighting a whole host of technical, mental,
social and cultural barriers shaping usage segmentation patterns and discrepancies
in individuals’ ability to take advantage of digital services and contents. This
framework thus brings forward the idea that appropriation of digital technologies is a
complex dynamic that is influenced by its surrounding social, cultural and cognitive
contexts, as well as by the overall relevance and usefulness of ICT for people’s
activities.

From “digital exclusion” to “digital inclusion”
Over the last 15 years, technological evolution and related developments, changes in
collective ways of living as well as the maturation of academic research in the field
have contributed to emphasizing the complexity of digital inequalities. The
conceptual shift towards a multifaceted conceptualization of these new forms of
inequality constitutes a research progression thanks to the contextualization of the
phenomenon as well as to the attention paid to various factors that mediate access
to and use of digital technologies.
These research developments have gradually brought to the fore the notion of “digital
inclusion” (e.g. van Dijk, 2005; Mariën & Prodnik, 2014; Tsatsou, 2011; Witte &
Mannon, 2010; Zillien & Hargittai, 2009). The increasingly wider use of this term
rather than “digital divide” or “digital exclusion” actually reflects the research shift
towards a growing attention paid to variations in degrees and qualities of
engagement with digital technologies. In other words, discrepancies in usage
patterns are undergoing intensive scrutiny under the notion of digital differentiation
(Robinson et al., 2015). As such, research has mainly tackled digital inclusion in a
way that focuses on the understanding of the various systematic barriers hampering
the progression towards an “efficient”, “meaningful”, “empowered” use rather those
that influence “mundane” ICT use. As N. Selwyn has clarified (2007, p. 14): “digital
inclusion is not therefore simply a matter of ensuring that all individuals make use of
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ICT throughout their day-to-day lives, but a matter of ensuring that all individuals are
able to make what could be referred to as ‘smart’ use of ICT – i.e. using ICT as and
when appropriate”.
This view, which points out the discrepancies among users, means recognizing that
ICT access represents just an opportunity, and not the capacity to fully use ICT.
Acquiring the ability to develop a more regular and sophisticated use of ICT implies
considering digital inequalities not only as an issue concerning at-risk groups – e.g.
persons with disabilities, people living in rural areas, less literate and elderly people –
but also as an issue that may concern socially included individuals, such as bluecollar, low-skill workers or employees belonging to traditional occupations, etc.
(Mossberger et al., 2003).
In this sense, the discussion around the digital divide extends the scope beyond the
mere question of social exclusion and deprivation of disadvantaged people left
behind from the information society and points out the existence of digital inequalities
among “ordinary users”, who fail nevertheless to take extended advantage of online
opportunities.
Consequently, this renewed gradual approach to digital inequalities, based on ICT
diffusion or appropriation theories, is mainly focused on understanding discrepancies
in individuals’ capacities to develop capital-enhancing online practices. This
perspective supports the idea that gradations in digital technology use reflect
inequalities with regard to beneficial outcomes resulting from these various online
activities. An unequal distribution of different types of engagement with ICT is, thus,
assumed to generate or reinforce various forms of social disadvantages (van
Deursen, Helsper, & Eynon, 2014). The development of the so-called capitalenhancing usage patterns is seen as the ultimate stage of digital inclusion (Hargittaï
& Hinnant, 2008). Therefore, digital inclusion is conceptualized as the process of ICT
domestication that culminates in a broad and empowered digital engagement. In this
sense, the last stage of digital inclusion is considered, to some extent, to be
equivalent to the highest degree of ICT appropriation that enables individuals to
foster social inclusion and participation.
This conceptualization of digital inclusion is, for instance, clearly visible in Nita’s
research when digital inclusion is defined as “the processes of increasing the number
of individuals fully connected to today’s global ICT technologies and networks with
the ultimate goal of enhancing social inclusion. By ‘individuals fully connected’, one
means those individuals who have access to ICT, possess the necessary up-to-date
ICT skills and whose ICT usage results in socially and economically meaningful
ends” (2011, pp. 67–68). Similarly, N. Selwyn and N. Facer (2007, p. 6) state that the
focus on digital inclusion is to “enable all individuals to make an informed and an
empowered choice about the use of UCT whilst ensuring that all individuals have
ready access to the resources required to enable them to act on these choices”.
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Digital inclusion as a means to strengthen social
participation and empowerment?
This move towards an increasing focus on the added social value gained through the
use of digital technologies is also visible at the level of e-inclusion policies that have
shifted from the mere provision of physical access to broader societal goals such as
empowerment and social participation1 (Mariën & Prodnik, 2014; Steyn & Johanson,
2011; Witte & Mannon, 2010; Zillien & Hargittai, 2009).
Indeed, such an approach to digital inclusion underlies definitions given by various
funded action-oriented research and institutional reports published by the European
Commission, notably. Digital inclusion is generally seen as the process through
which direct barriers to ICT (e.g. access, motivation, support, digital skills [...]) are
brought down and through which individuals are enabled to regain a sense of power
in their life, and increase their ability to participate in various life domains (e.g.
employment, education, culture, politics [. . .]) (Brants & Frissen, 2003; Haché &
Centeno, 2011, cited by Mariën & Prodnik, 2014). Other studies refer to digital
inclusion as an active consumption of ICT, beyond the mere consumption of online
content (Tsatsou, 2011) or as a process through which people move from being
novice users to digital innovators. With this in mind, a truly digital inclusive society is
thus achieved when all individuals are able to be actively engaged in the shaping and
making of digital technologies and their contents (Damodaran & Olphert, 2006).
From a more policy-oriented perspective, digital inclusion refers, broadly speaking, to
the inclusion of citizens within the information society at all levels, so that they can
have access to and use information and communication technologies (ICT) for social
relationships, work, culture, etc. (Kaplan et al., 2005). Beyond this broad definition,
this term is often defined as a twofold concept that refers both to inclusive ICT –
addressing the various inequalities that occur at the level of access, motivation, skills
and usage related to ICT – and to the use of ICT to achieve wider inclusion
objectives (Wright & Wadhwa, 2010).
For instance, the eEurope Advisory Group suggests defining digital inclusion as “the
effective participation of individuals and communities in all dimensions of the
knowledge-based society and economy through their access to ICT, made possible
by the removal of access and accessibility barriers, and effectively enabled by the
willingness and ability to reap social benefits from such access. Further, e-Inclusion
refers to the degree to which ICT contributes to equalizing and promoting
participation in society at all levels (i.e. social relationships, work, culture, political
participation, etc.)” (Kaplan et al., 2005, p. 7).

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1

	
  For a detailed evolution of digital inclusion policies and the increasing emphasis put on
empowerment and social participation at the European level, see notably Lementec, M.
(2010). Usages des TIC et pratiques d’empowerment des personnes en situation de
disqualification sociale dans les EPN Bretons, Thèse de Doctorat, Université Rennes 2.	
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Similarly, Bianchi et al. (2006, p. 1; cited by Bleumers et al., 2012) bring a more
work-oriented definition of e-Inclusion to the fore that stresses the potential role of
various stakeholders: “e-Inclusion refers to all efforts by the public and private sector,
civil society and the technology community devoted to developing and using ICT to
address issues of societal exclusion in any dimension; creating new opportunities for
inclusive empowerment and development through ICT, and preventing new ICTinduced gaps from emerging.”
In the same vein, authors of the e-inclusion@ EU project (2007) argue that einclusion is a process that should encompass three dimensions of social inclusion:
“(1) Preventing digital exclusion, by preventing disadvantaged people and groups
from being left behind in the development of the information society; (2) Exploiting
new digital opportunities in terms of employability, quality of life, access to
knowledge, etc.; (3) fostering participation and empowerment, through the use of
ICT” (pp. 3–4).
This twofold dimension of digital inclusion is also visible in the Riga Ministerial
Declaration (2006) that refers both to inclusive ICT and the use of ICT to achieve
wider inclusion objectives. In this sense, e-Inclusion policies focus on removing gaps
in ICT usage and promoting the use of ICT to overcome socio-economic exclusion,
on the one hand, and improve economic performance, employment opportunities,
quality of life and participation in all aspects of information society, on the other.
Overall, beyond the equivocal aspect of this concept, the definition of digital inclusion
as a process to improve people’s social participation and empowerment is clearly put
forward in the various aforementioned definitions. As such, digital technologies are
increasingly seen as a means of achieving a diverse range of goals such as
professional development, training and social well-being in general. However,
alongside these institutional or policy-oriented definitions, digital inclusion remains
insufficiently elaborated from a conceptual point of view.
In concluding this section, one can argue that the increasingly widespread use of the
term “digital inclusion” rather than “digital exclusion” or “digital divide” in academic
literature as well as in policy-oriented reports has clearly brought to the fore the
assumption that digital technologies are tools for improving individuals’ social
participation and empowerment if used efficiently and meaningfully. As such, policy
and research largely subscribe to the idea of achieving social inclusion and
participation through digital inclusion and the use of ICT (Stein & Johanson, 2011).
Notwithstanding the emphasis put on such positive impacts of engagement with ICT
for social inclusion and participation, surprisingly it is rare to find explicit statements
about what is meant by the terms “capital-enhancing usage patterns”, “social benefits
of ICT use”, “empowerment” and “social participation”. What exactly constitutes an
improvement of empowerment and social participation for individuals through the use
of ICT? Who is empowerment and for what? The concrete significance and
outcomes of these terms remain quite elusive in a vast body of literature.
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Furthermore, this added value remains largely hypothetical; the social tangible
effects of digital engagement on different aspects of people’s everyday life are
largely understudied.
Against this background, the next section develops a critical view of the current
trends in scholarly literature on digital inclusion. It aims to highlight some of its pitfalls
and limitations in providing an insightful conceptual framework for digital inclusion
and its related issues.

Some pitfalls of digital inclusion literature
These aforementioned theoretical and political debates on digital exclusion and
inclusion and their closely related term “digital inequalities” stem from the broadly
shared idea that digital technologies lie nowadays at the heart of numerous activities
that are seen as constituting “social inclusion”. As N. Selwyn underlines, digital
inequalities are seen “as a practical embodiment of the wider theme of social
inclusion” (Selwyn, 2004, p. 343). Researchers in the field mainly support the
argument that individuals’ digital engagements and digital capital are clearly shaping
a broad range of social outcomes connected to life chances and life trajectories
(Robinson et al., 2015). Thus, the interweaving of the mechanism of social and digital
exclusion and inclusion is not a point of contention anymore.
However, digital exclusion and inclusion research has been, above all, a key issue of
interest in the field of communication research and digital media studies. Few
attempts have been made to encompass sociological literature related to offline
social inequalities, social inclusion and societal participation. Therefore, even though
this study aims to analyse the link between social and digital exclusion and inclusion
mechanisms, this relationship has not yet been fully theoretically and empirically
appreciated from a deep-rooted sociological point of view. Similarly, social scientists
interested in traditional forms of inequality and societal participation have paid little
(or even no) attention to investigating the digital aspects of these classical
sociological issues.
Consequently, the concept of digital exclusion and inclusion “lacks sufficient
sociological sophistication” (Webster, 1995, p. 97). It has been mainly approached
through the lens of ICT diffusion and appropriation models stemming from the
domestication research approach (Mansell & Silverstone, 1996; Silverstone &
Haddon, 1996). As developed in the previous section, this perspective has
highlighted the existence of a progressive process of take-up and use of digital
technologies through an incremental model of ICT appropriation. According to this
line of thinking, digital inclusion is defined as a staged process that culminates in
good and efficient use of digital technologies through the development of capitalenhancing use patterns. The last stage of digital inclusion is thus considered, to
some extent, to be equivalent to the highest degree of ICT appropriation, enabling
individuals to foster their social inclusion, participation and empowerment.
©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

16

This scholarly literature constitutes a research progression in the sense that it has
developed a nuanced explanation of the link between social exclusion determinants
and engagement with ICT. In this way, it has highlighted the ongoing and situated
nature of the ICT appropriation process and has shed light on the various intertwined
factors – structural, contextual and individual – behind this complex dynamic.
Nonetheless, although some studies attempt to develop an insightful understanding
of the relationship between a social, on the one hand, and digital exclusion and
inclusion process, on the other, the lack of an interdisciplinary approach to the
phenomenon leads to the neglect of some dimensions of this complex analysis. The
next section makes this point more evident by discussing in more detail these
shortcomings.

From social to digital inclusion: focus on one-way causal
effects
Some studies in the field of digital inclusion are aimed at focusing on the
interweaving of social, and digital exclusion and inclusion mechanisms in a
bidirectional way. However, in fact, they have highlighted above all the determinants
of various forms of digital (dis)engagements rather than their effective – and also
unexpected – societal consequences. In this sense, this research succeeds in
shedding some light on the one-way causal relationship from social towards digital
exclusion and inclusion rather than on the reverse link.
From the usage gap perspective, it has been clearly shown that one of the strong
predictors of differentiation in usage patterns is socio-economic status,2 indicating the
straightforward relationship between traditional determinants of social exclusion and
digital exclusion (Witte & Mannon, 2010). The research attention given to structural
factors for explaining differentiated online engagements stems from the well-known
theoretical background of the knowledge gap hypothesis and its so-called “Matthew
effect” (van Deursen & van Dijk, 2013; van Dijk, 2005). This 40-year-old theory is
based on the observation of traditional mass media diffusion in society. It
emphasizes that most advantaged segments of the population in terms of societal
position tend to acquire this information faster than disadvantaged groups.
From this point of view, it is assumed that obtaining more information offers direct
societal benefits. Although Bonfadelli (2002) underlines that it is not possible to apply
the knowledge gap theory directly to digital technologies, the underlying statement
remains identical: the rich get richer and the poor get poorer due to the fact that
differentiated online activities in daily life generate unequal societal advantages.
This well-known approach is consistent with a large number of empirical studies that
have shown that societal position is a strong indicator of how people incorporate
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digital technologies into their daily lives. Yet, such accounts are based on the
normative assumption that those with more privileged backgrounds use digital
technologies in a more informed and meaningful manner. This view implies that
some online activities are more beneficial for some users than others, offering more
potential for developing their societal position in terms of education, work, or civic or
political participation.
Whilst most agree that information uses are more “legitimate” than entertainment
uses, this normative stance leads to the risk of falling into a bipolar division between
particular Internet uses, considering knowledge as more important than other
advantages such as entertainment or consumption (Wei, 2012). Against the shared
idea that gaming and other entertainment-based ICTs are “inferior” use patterns,
some scholars have argued that these types of online practices can bring added
value, however on a less visible level, such as managing collaboration, strategic
planning or interactive communication (Bleumers et al., 2012; Helsper, 2012;
Livingstone & Helsper, 2007).
Therefore, this perspective implies that the diverse nature of digital engagement –
which is mainly explained by socio-economic status – reveals the level of digital
exclusion and inclusion. The latter reflects and reproduces, in turn, in a relatively
straightforward way, the well-known forms of social stratification and social exclusion
mechanisms (Witte & Mannon, 2010). As such, it is assumed – at least implicitly –
that particular usage patterns lead to specific better or worse predetermined
outcomes.
Furthermore, these studies are anchored in what Norris (2002) calls the “stratification
model”. In this sense, they remain – often too much – focused on the manner to
which traditional social cleavages are replicated in the online world. Instead they pay
little attention to the extent to which the digitization of all domains of the
contemporary society may create new forms of social inequalities and social
exclusion amongst the socially included population. In other words, these studies
give insufficient attention to how and to what extent the ongoing digital turn could
create new risks of disempowerment for a vast part of the population in various life
domains.
However, recent research has shown that the socio-economic background of
individuals does not solely define digital exclusion and that the link between societal
position and types of online engagement patterns is not so straightforward. It has
highlighted that other more circumstantial and individual factors are also at play when
engaging with ICT, arguing that digital exclusion mechanisms go beyond socioeconomic vulnerable groups. Whilst some scholars have emphasized that not all
socially disadvantaged groups of individuals are confronted with ICT-related barriers
(Schurmans & Mariën, 2013), others have indicated that experiences of online
disengagement can also be present amongst socially advantaged groups, such as
young people, highly educated elderly people or middle-class families (Brotcorne et
al., 2010; Haché & Cullen, 2010; Hargittaï, 2010; Livingstone & Helsper, 2007).
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Nonetheless, although all this body of literature takes great care to emphasize the
complex social process surrounding individuals’ use of ICT, underlying different
forms of “technology in practice” (Orlikowsky, 2000), it fails to avoid the normative
and linear view that considers “meaningful” use of ICT as determining social
inclusion and participation. It focuses on examining the various mediating factors of
online engagement degrees and enables a deep understanding of the discrepancies
in access and usage patterns. Yet, it assumes, in turn, that capital-enhancing online
activities result in corresponding offline social outcomes. Moreover, the majority of
these studies reveal no evidence of a shared univocal understanding about what the
enhancement of social inclusion and participation experience through the use of
digital technologies means in reality.
Thus, there is no doubt that these studies produce context-rich analysis of ICT
appropriation processes but they underestimate the exact nature and value of the
social consequences of these uses for individuals and fail to question the extent to
which these so-called capital-enhancing digital practices have an effective added
value for people in terms of social inclusion and participation.
In other words, whilst these academic works provide insightful explanation of the
influence of individual, social and ICT-related mediators on people’s practical
engagement with ICT, in most cases, they seem less concerned about developing a
deep-rooted theoretical and empirical understanding of the reverse causal
relationship, namely: the effective and observable impacts of different types of online
engagement on different spheres of social life. Only some rare recent studies show
real interest in this research issue (Helsper, 2012; Helsper et al., 2015; Mariën et al.,
2016). As H. Helpster (2012, p. 404) argues, the biggest gap in research lies in “the
actual impact of the different types of digital engagements on societal inclusion and
participation” (…) “Empirical evidence is lacking about what characteristics and which
nature of digital engagement lead to having a positive or, instead, a negative impact
on the various offline social spheres.”
Finally, borrowing terms from A. Sen (2000), one can say that most digital inclusion
research takes as main focal variables the factors influencing the quality of digital
engagement while it would be interesting to take, first and foremost, the concrete
benefits of this engagement for individuals’ overall societal participation and wellbeing. Thus, despite the progress in research, what remains undiscovered is
concrete proof of the effects of digital divisions on societal inclusion and participatory
democracy (Tsatsou, 2011).
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Distinction between sociocultural differences and social
inequalities: still a valid entry point?
This call for an in-depth empirical examination of the social effects of differentiated
digital engagements brings to light an important distinction between differences, on
the one hand, and social inequalities, on the other, regarding to ICT access and
usage patterns. Observing discrepancies between various (groups of) individuals in
respect of both these aspects does not necessarily mean that social inequality
mechanisms are at play. Some of them merely reflect diversity in online practices
and behaviours in society (Brotcorne et al., 2010). Therefore, not all differences are
inequalities. For that to happen, these differences should generate segregation or
discrimination in one of the various spheres of societal participation, such as
education, work, consumption or the civic domain, etc. This argument was first
proposed by E. Castells when he underlined, more than 10 years ago, that “one
should not measure the digital divide in terms of the number of people connected to
the internet, but in terms of the simultaneous effects of the connection of some and
non-connection of others” (2002, p. 326).
Taking into account this distinction leads to underlining the fact that no inequality is
absolute. Instead, it is always relative to a specific societal normative system that
conveys a hierarchy of values and principles considered equitable by the majority of
people. According to the French Observatory of Inequalities, “an inequality is a
difference socially suffered by individuals or by segments of the population that goes
against the principle of social justice and equality defined as such in a given society”.
An inequality is thus an injustice – something considered as a discrimination – with
regard to a given societal system, which conveys particular social norms and values,
namely in this case social norms promoted by the information society.
The information society in general, and the ongoing digitization of all domains of
society in particular, have clearly set the use of ICT as the overall normative stance
of how today’s Western societies should be organized. It has generated, and is still
doing so, a set of accepted social norms. The first one is related to an impetus
toward universal and ubiquitous access, connectivity and use of ICT for everybody.
The second one concerns the valorization of specific digital skills and use patterns
related to the professional sphere as well as the public life and commercial domains.
The last one is related to behaviour norms that enhance individual responsibility to
develop the necessary skills for using all public and commercial digital services
(Vodoz et al., 2005). Therefore, one has to underline the fact that when digital
exclusion is presented as a new form of social inequality, it is in the name of this
societal normative value system, which favours the idea of the need for widespread
access, connectivity and use of ICT in order to be fully integrated in the so-called
“information society”.
In line with these arguments, some scholars have underlined the fact that not all
individuals want to become fully engaged with ICT. Some of them choose to do not
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conform to these news social norms. Therefore, some (partial) disengagement from
ICT can be the result of an “empowered digital choice” (Dutton, 2005) rather than a
constrained process of discrimination. In this sense, according to E. Helpster, digital
exclusion does not apply to people who make a free and informed digital choice, as it
is considered the freedom of individuals to choose whether they engage with ICT or
not according to their own beliefs, desires, wants and needs. A clear distinction is
made between non-engagement sustained by choice and by contextual constraints
due to inequalities (Granjon, 2010; Helpster, 2011; Selwyn, 2006). While digital
exclusion refers to the “obstacles imposed by the social, economic, geographical or
physical situation of individuals, such as not being able to afford a computer”, digital
choice has to be understood as “the personal choices of individuals shaped by an
individual’s cultural or social characteristics” (Dutton et al., 2009, p. 16).
In this perspective, qualitative research has shown that objective differences in
usage patterns or digital skills do not automatically determine whether feelings of
exclusion submerge as long as people do not experience negative social implications
from their relative disengagement from ICT (Brotcorne et al., 2010; Schurmans &
Mariën, 2013).
Other recent empirical studies have even suggested revisiting the concept of “nonuse” from the recognition theory and considering non-use as a form of voluntary
response to the recognition ideology carried by the “information society” mythology
(Granjon, 2010). From this point of view, disengagement from ICT has to be
considered an act of resistance (Kellner et al., 2010) and not merely a failure or
weakness revealing new forms of inequalities (Wyatt, 2002).
Thus, it is clear that a rejection of the digital society as the overall accepted
normative stance can undoubtedly define (non-)engagement with ICT (Haché &
Centeno, 2011). In this sense, differences in use do not automatically imply that
constrained processes of discrimination and mechanisms of exclusion are at play.
However, with the widespread pervasion of digital technologies in all arenas of life,
and the rapid digitization of services in an ever-increasing number of domains of
society, this digitization has become the new social form that defines the organization
and the evolution of public and commercial services (Mariën & Prodnik, 2014; Mariën
et al., 2016). In this context of digital society “by default” (Helsper, 2011), even
though individuals may not feel excluded, thereby supporting the idea of making a
free digital choice, it is relevant to question seriously whether they are nevertheless
subject to objective mechanisms of exclusion that distinguish them from these new
accepted norms in society. Of course, the normative debate related to the extent to
which individuals who say that being not online is a personal choice in the current
digitized society must be considered or not as being socially excluded is not ready to
be closed.
Nonetheless, some authors (Mariën & Prodnik, 2014; Mariën et al., 2016) support the
relevant idea that the voluntary basis of (non-)engagement with ICT is becoming less
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and less valid in contemporary Western societies given the ubiquity and the in-depth
embedding of digital technologies within all daily practices and common public and
private services. As such, they make the assumption that non-engagement with
digital technologies and the idea of making a free digital choice has become almost
impossible since digital technologies have become an “infrastructure of everyday
life”.
Furthermore, other scholars argue that the so-called “individuals’ free choice” is, in
fact, an illusion. Although people might believe they have free control on their online
engagement, their level of use is, at least, partly determined by contextual
constraints, such as available infrastructures and connections, by their immediate
social and cultural environment, such as mechanisms of socialization, acculturation
and diffused societal pressure, and by the surrounding structures at macro- and
meso-levels (Selwyn, 2005, 2006; Witte & Mannon, 2010).
In a similar vein,
E. Helsper (2011, 2012) presented a scale of online
disengagement, ranging from involuntary exclusion to free choice. The author
underlines that the purest form of free choice, which is merely determined by
psychological characteristics, is, in fact, not very widespread. In the majority of daily
situations, people are constrained by what could be called the objective
circumstances, whether they wish it or not. Overcoming these constraints is often not
down to one’s own knowledge or motivation, but depends instead on the wider social
structure in which individuals are embedded. Therefore, since access to institutional
processes, information streams and employment or education opportunities is
increasingly being transformed into digital by default, people are thus clearly
submitted to what Trottier and Lyon (2011) have defined as soft coercion. The socalled “free choices of individuals” are thus actually always deeply embedded into the
contextual and structural circumstances.
This perspective leads to the formulation of some criticisms with regard to the
theoretical user-centric approaches upon which ICT diffusion and appropriation
models are based. This domestication research point of view mainly considers the
adoption of digital technologies as being highly influenced by individuals’ wants and
needs. The decision to engage, or not, with digital technologies depends on whether
the usage “fits”, or not, within their daily practices and habits. This micro-level
analysis focuses on the immediate contextual and individual factors explaining the
use of ICT. In contrast, it tends to neglect wider social, economic, political and
technical conditions that may explain this ICT appropriation process and within which
people’s choices are, in reality, embedded. According to Tsatsou (2011), these
studies fail in their attempt to contextualize the phenomenon of digital inequalities by
overemphasizing the role of individual agency in people’s decision to use digital
technologies and, instead, underestimating the sociocultural and political parameters
as driving forces in the take-up and use of ICT. As this author emphasizes: “research
has failed to extensively tackle the multifaceted role of sociocultural and regulatory
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forces in people’s decisions to adopt certain technological artefacts or to position
those forces in a broader context” (Tsatsou, 2011, p. 324).
Consequently, it is relevant to call into question studies stemming from domestication
research that overemphasized the importance of understanding whether and to what
extent people choose to adopt digital technologies and which various individual and
immediate contextual barriers hinder this dynamic of ICT appropriation. In this sense,
according to Mariën & al. (2016), the current crucial question for future research on
digital inclusion should no longer be whether this engagement is predetermined by
choice or by life constraints instead. It should be how, where and to what extent does
the digitization of all spheres of society create new mechanisms of social exclusion
or, instead, enhance effectively social inclusion and participation?

Some directions for future research
In 2003, Brants and Frissen stated that every reflection about the relation between
digital and social exclusion should start from determining whether digital exclusion is
the direct result of a disadvantaged societal position such as a lack of financial
means or competences or whether digital exclusion, in contrast, even creates and
reinforces existing mechanisms of social exclusion (2003).
Obviously, up to now, the dominant wave of research in the field has focused on
elucidating the ways in which digital exclusion is the result of a disadvantaged social
position or other unfavourable contextual and individual factors rather than the
opposite causal relationship. As such, a lot is known about the various kinds of
intertwined factors impacting on the degree, the nature and the sustainability of
digital engagement. In contrast, this approach goes a little way to addressing the
reverse impact of different forms of digital use patterns on social exclusion or
inclusion mechanisms. At best, in most cases, studies assume that these online
practices result in corresponding outcomes in the “offline” world (Helsper et al.,
2015). In 2004, N. Selwyn pointed out that “while access, skills and engagement with
ICT have been studied as indicators of successful digital inclusion initiatives, the
effect of digital engagement on different fields of social inclusion remains
understudied”. More than 10 years after this remark, there is still almost no research
aimed at systematically conceptualizing and measuring the effective social outcomes
of the various forms of people’s digital engagement.
Against this research background, and given the new technological developments
and emerging societal trends towards an ongoing digitalization by default, in this last
section the paper goes on to contend that there is a need to develop a more
insightful “grass-roots” framework for investigating further the effective societal
implications of differentiated online engagements in terms of social exclusion and
inclusion mechanisms. This implies addressing the issue from a better informed
sociological perspective, with research showing a deep interest in what sociologists
often refer to as the wider “social milieu”, i.e. the economic, political and sociocultural
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contexts, in which digital technology developments and uses are embedded. The
need to pursue digital inclusion research along social scientific lines entails taking
issues of social exclusion and inclusion mechanisms as the starting – and the end –
point for thinking about this research (Helsper, 2012).
The paper’s research proposition falls within the scope of very recent research
development in the field. Only some very recent studies have started to develop an
insightful understanding of digital inequalities and their concrete implications for
various spheres of everyday life from a more sociological comprehensive approach
(van Deursen, van Dijk, & Helsper, 2014; Helsper, 2012; Helsper, van Deursen, &
Eynon, 2015; Helsper & Eynon, 2013; Witte & Mannon, 2010).

Adopting a critical study of the use of digital technologies
This shift in perspective associated with a more informed sociological study of the
relationships between digital and social exclusion/inclusion dynamics entails, first
and foremost, adopting a critical approach when analysing issues related to social
inequalities and technologies (Feenberg, 2009, 2014).
According to what N. Selwyn suggests for studying educational technology (2010),
this approach means taking distance from the “means-end way of thinking” that
supports the idea of predetermined social outcomes of technologies when individuals
use it autonomously and efficiently, regardless of the social circumstances of this
digital engagement. In contrast, researchers must focus on the “socially shaped”
nature of digital technologies. This allows it to be recognized that technological
artefacts are not “neutral things” but are, instead, continually shaped by a series of
complex interactions with the social, economic, political and cultural contexts within
which their development, implantation and use are embedded. 3 As N. Selwyn
reasons (2010, p. 68):
“Adopting a critical approach towards technology does not entail a dogmatic
adherence to any particular theoretical stance (…). Rather the critical perspective is
rooted in a broader recognition of technology and societal issues as a set of
profoundly political processes and practices that are best described in terms of
issues of power, control, conflict and resistance. As such, much of the underlying
impetus for a critical approach (…) stems from a desire to foster and support issues
of empowerment, equality, social justice and participatory democracy.”
This statement compels scholars to look beyond what should potentially happen
when digital technologies are used in a “good way” by individuals in terms of
inclusion mechanism in order to develop a deep understanding of what actually
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happens in “real” life contexts. In other words, there is a need to examine “the here
and the now realities rather than the potential effects of digital technologies” on social
inclusion and participation (Selwyn, 2010, p. 68). The critical study of technology
affirms the need to produce academic empirical accounts that concentrate on
developing descriptions of the present uses of digital technologies as well as on their
concrete short-term and longer-term consequences in situ.

	
  
Investigating the actual social consequences of digital
technology use
Within the current context of the ongoing digitization of all public and private services,
the core research concern of future digital inclusion investigation has to be focused
on close examination of the tangible, observable effects of the digitization of
practices and services on individuals’ possibilities of improving substantially their
social participation and well-being through the use of ICT within their own life
circumstances and life stages.
As previously underlined, this perspective is a research arena that is still
underdeveloped. Yet, the analysis of the extent and nature of these societal
implications from both a theoretical and an empirical point of view appears to be
crucial in identifying how, to what extent, under which conditions and for whom the
increasing digitization of all domains of society reinforces existing, and creates new,
mechanisms of social exclusion or, instead, counteracts these social inequalities and
enables the improvement of one’s social participation and empowerment.
According to A. Sen’s capabilities’ approach (1993, 2000), the hypothesis is that the
ongoing process of digitization of society may lead to a growing risk of social
exclusion among groups of the population who were formerly socially included if this
evolution is not conceived from a truly inclusive model of society. This inclusive
perspective implies ensuring that all individuals have equal capabilities, namely:
equal effective opportunities and freedom – and not only equal competences and
resources – to transform economic, social and cultural resources offered by
technology means into concrete societal outcomes or “functioning” that they may
have reason to value in the context of their environments and support networks.
According to this social justice perspective, an inclusive model of society might thus
tend to ensure effective parity in participation among citizens through their use of
ICT, depending on their specific social circumstances and their own life goals.
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Reconsidering digital inequalities and digital inclusion
Adopting such a research perspective has an implication for the way digital
inequalities and digital inclusion should be conceptualized and operationalized.
Digital inequalities are traditionally defined as stratification in the access and use of
digital technologies. Correlatively, digital inclusion is conceived as the level of the
amount, frequency, extent, nature or even multimodality of ICT use (Wei, 2012),
where high-quality online engagement is considered to be the ultimate step of digital
inclusion. The degree of digital inclusion is thus evaluated in light of the different
ways people engage with digital technologies. Even though the definition of what
constitutes high-quality online engagement is by no means closed, the main
indicators of digital inclusion remain the level and the quality of ICT use. As such,
these definitions are focused on the means rather than the ends of engagement with
digital technologies.
According to the renewed perspective proposed in this paper, it is argued that to
develop any lasting significance of the consequences of the interweaving of digital
technologies in all spheres of daily life in terms of social status and
(dis)empowerment mechanisms, digital inequalities and digital inclusion must be
defined and grasped from the ends of digital engagement – namely the societal
implications generated by differentiated ICT use. In this sense, tangible social
outcomes of digital engagement observable in the various domains of the “offline”
world have to be seen as better indicators than the extent, the nature or even the
quality of ICT use for defining digital inclusion.
In this line of thinking, digital inequalities refer to inequalities among individuals or
groups of individuals in the possibility of engaging meaningfully and autonomously
with ICT in order to improve their societal position and their quality of life. In this
sense, digital inequalities must be understood as the differences in respect to the
possibility of individuals to transform, in an effective way, the potential social pay-off
offered by ICT in concrete achievements in relation to well-being (Granjon, 2012).
Aiming to reduce digital inequalities implies, thus, removing any personal and
contextual factors that hinder individuals from achieving their own societal goals
through the use of digital technologies.
Digital inclusion refers to the process that leads individuals to be able to
meaningfully and autonomously engage with ICT in a way that enables them to
effectively choose and achieve self-consciously their own goals rather than
commonly accepted normative achievements within a society. Guaranteeing such
freedom and autonomy in the way people conduct their life is vital if any reflections
and concrete initiatives in respect to digital inequalities are really aimed at ensuring
that all individuals improve their well-being through the use of ICT.
In this sense, digital inclusion is less determined by whether someone uses ICT, or
by the extent of their digital engagement or the efficiency of their use, but more
fundamentally by whether and to what extent the degree of their use and the nature
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of their online practices impact positively or negatively on specific aspects of their
everyday life.
In contrast to most research, this standpoint assumes that a more general or full
engagement with digital technologies does not necessarily mean more overall digital
inclusion. It takes the stance that the level of digital exclusion and inclusion closely
depends on the degree to which a particular type of online engagement gives more
or fewer concrete (dis)advantages in an individual’s everyday life, depending on the
offline activities within which he/she engages in various social contexts. Exclusion
from certain types of online engagement can be perceived as leading to relatively
more or fewer disadvantages in a person’s everyday life. This reasoning implies that
evaluation of the degree of digital inclusion is very contextual and must always be
appreciated within the wider social environment of individuals. As E. Helsper (2012,
p. 405) underlines: “digital inclusion must have been always seen as embedded in a
person’s offline circumstances in life”. Simultaneously, this view also implies a that
there is no single form of digital inclusion and that the various activities generally
seen as constituting social inclusion are equally important in achieving individuals’
well-being and full participation in society.
In summarizing, one can argue that analysing the concrete societal consequences of
online use within the different societal contexts in which people engage during their
daily lives must be considered as the heart of the future digital inclusion research
agenda. Developing deeper understanding in this way implies tackling this issue from
a more sociologically comprehensive perspective that takes seriously into account
the varying social contexts within both effective engagements with digital
technologies and the concrete societal achievements that result from this use.
To develop such future theoretical and empirical examinations, the paper now goes
on to outline a specific sociologic approach – the life course perspective – which,
despite its popularity in other areas of social sciences, has rarely been employed in
context-driven analyses in respect of digital inequalities and digital inclusion. Then,
the paper discusses the conceptualization of the notions of social exclusion and
inclusion, social participation and empowerment, which, although regularly used in
digital inclusion research, are rarely well defined from a sociological point of view.

	
  
Outlining a life course perspective
Since it is essential to study digital inequalities and digital inclusion from a broader
contextual perspective, a life course approach allows this issue to be analysed
throughout people’s life progress and the consequences of digital differentiations to
be considered as a dynamic phenomenon, changing over time, according to the
evolution of both circumstantial and structural aspects that define people’s various
daily needs, wants and constraints.
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The life course perspective refers to an interdisciplinary approach across social
science but with sociology as the important disciplinary anchor (Meyer, 2009). This
perspective considers one’s life course to be “a sequence of socially defined events
and roles that the individual enacts over time” (Giele & Elder, 1998, p. 22). As such,
one’s life course can be viewed as a more or less ordered set of activities (learning,
working, caring, etc.) that are apprehended through changes in roles and status
characteristics (Maier, 2008).
One core assumption of this approach is that an individual life course is shaped by
different life stages that are structured by both specific structural factors – reflecting
sociocultural constraints related to the status and roles of each specific age – and by
more micro-contextual factors, depending of each individual’s life experience. Life
course development is analysed “as the outcome of personal characteristics and
individual action as well as of cultural frames and institutional and structural
conditions (Meyer, 2009, p. 414). Considering the life course as a reflection of the
interaction of social and historical factors with personal biography and development,
this perspective allows the linking together of micro-, meso- and macro-levels of
analysis, structures and individual agencies (Meyer, 2009).
Therefore, even though this approach recognizes that different periods of life – based
on culturally shared generation definitions – influence status, social identity, roles,
and rights in society, it assumes that the influence of contextual factors depending on
a particular individual’s circumstances can lead to different sequences of transition
throughout the life course. As such, the concept of life course implies distinct agedifferentiated social phenomena from a single societal “one-size-fits-all” model, in
which characteristics and social roles are closely related to age, with little variation
across time, place and other life circumstances. Instead, this perspective recognizes
the existence of a possible variability of life course patterns, assuming that
generations are not homogeneous collections of people sharing the same
perspectives simply because they share a common age group. Indeed, life
transitions and positions can vary according to influential dimensions such as
gender, social class, family structure (having children or not), position in the
educational and professional spheres (length of study, having or not a job), being
elder careers or not, etc. Moreover, the ability to adapt to life course changes can
vary with the resources or support inherent to these elements, in the form of
economic or cultural capital (e.g. wealth, education) or social capital (e.g. family
social support).
Another principle of this perspective, which is relevant for studying the social impacts
of digital engagements, emphasizes that life course analysis is aimed at covering
various social life domains (i.e. work, family, leisure or cultural activities) as well as
focusing on different life stages simultaneously (Mayer, 2009). Developmental
changes, therefore, are seen as continuous processes that are experienced
throughout life – from childhood to old age – and not just through particular episodes
or narrow life phases.
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In this way, tackling the issue of digital exclusion and inclusion from a life course
perspective is an innovative theoretical and empirical research approach aimed at
grasping the highly complex influences and interdependencies of various levels of
contextual and individual factors that shape usage patterns and their social effects
throughout the life course. An explicit focus on life stages enables an in-depth and
dynamic understanding of the meaning of individuals’ uses and their societal
outcomes according to their particular life events as well as their particular social
positions and roles assumed in a given life stage.
Recent studies that refer to the life course perspective propose replacing the
traditional life course models, including three stages – socialization and education,
adulthood, retirement and old age – with a less rigid standard biography with more
phases, which are predefined by the level of autonomy and societal participation
(Maier, 2008). Individuals at each life stage experience different life phases, lifestyles
and social transitions. This refers to current standards in biographical models,
commonly used in European social policies (Mayer, 2009):
−

a first long stage of socialization and education until 18 years old;

−

a second life stage – from 18 to 30 years old (early adulthood) – during which
young people build autonomy and steadily increase their social, economic,
political and cultural participation in society (employment, relationships,
family, housing);

−

a third life stage – from 31 to 50 years old – refers to middle adulthood during
which individuals are assumed to have developed autonomy and to fully
participate in different arenas of social life, but the challenge is to maintain the
capacity to manage the work-life balance through the combination of work,
family, care, leisure, culture, lifelong education and life hazards;

−

a fourth life stage – from 55 to 70 years old – which is the period of later
adulthood, considered as “active ageing”, during which people have the
desire to remain independent and active participants of society. People have
to deal with ageing at work, transition to retirement, emerging health
concerns, intergenerational care duties, and the prospect of maintaining a
sustainable quality of life.

−

a fifth life stage of decline, after 75 years old, with great needs for care and
support.

In the framework of this research project, the researchers make the methodological
choice to focus empirical analyses (next step of the research) on three of the five
aforementioned life stages, namely: (1) life stage from 18 to 30; (2) life stage from 31
to 50; and (3) life stage from 51 to 70. This life stage selection is more relevant to our
research objective aimed at studying digital exclusion and inclusion mechanisms
among the adult active population.
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Defining sociological concepts relevant for studying digital
inclusion
Social exclusion and inclusion

The analysis of societal impacts of online engagements implies defining the various
dimensions of participation in society that can be seen as constituting “social
inclusion”. According to the European Commission (2004), social inclusion is
“characterized by individuals’ full participation in the economic, social and citizen life
(…)”. The idea of an active participation in social life lies thus at the heart of the
notion of social inclusion, which is considered to be the opposite of social exclusion
(Weber, 2004). Therefore, before addressing the components of social inclusion, it is
necessary to tackle the issue of social exclusion. The intention here is to briefly
outline the main features of this term rather than to develop an extended discussion
on this major, often controversial, societal issue.4
The notion of “social exclusion”, as a distinctive term for “poverty”, appeared in
policymaking and academic literature at the end of the 1980s. The growing reference
to the concept of social inclusion rather than poverty was aimed at going beyond the
merely economic aspect when analysing the disadvantages and the problematic
social situations encountered by individuals in society (Atkinson, 1998).
Although social exclusion has been defined in many different ways, a large body of
academic literature is unanimous in acknowledging the complex and
multidimensional nature of this social process (Burchardt et al., 2002). While the
concept of poverty purely refers to a lack of economic resources, especially a lack of
income and employment, social exclusion also encompasses other key interrelated
factors such as physical aspect, geographical location, level of education, housing
status, degree of social capital, civic participation, etc. The accumulation of all these
factors leads to a process of weakening of individuals’ social ties. As such, social
exclusion stems from a combination of multiple factors of deprivation (Burchardt et
al., 2002; Legrand & Piachaud, 2002; Percy-Smith, 2000). Indeed, according to
Gordon et al. (2000, p. 5), it refers to “deprivation from goods, services and activities
which the majority of the population defines as being necessities of modern life”.
Therefore, someone is “socially excluded if he or she does not participate in key
activities of the society in which he or she lives” (Le Grand & Piachaud, 2002, p. 30
cited by Helsper, 2012, p. 406). Thus, this notion clearly goes beyond the lack of
economic resources and encompasses several types of deprivation and barriers that
hamper individuals from fully participating in different areas of society, such as
education and training, work and culture as well as the civic and political domains.
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In sum, in the wider sense, social exclusion can be seen as a mechanism leading to
a relatively disadvantaged position in the society that prevents people’s full
participation in various social fields. Therefore, according to D. Schnapper (2007),
beyond all the criticisms that the concept of social exclusion has generated, its major
usefulness is to have sharpened an insightful reflection on the forms and the
mechanisms of social inclusion and participation.

	
  
The fields of social inclusion
Scholarly literature on social exclusion and inclusion generally distinguishes four
broad domains of societal participation, although there are some discussions on the
accuracy of the outlines of each of these areas: the economic field, the cultural field,
the social field, and the civic and political field (Atkinson et al., 2002; Bergham, 1995;
Le Grand & Piachaud, 2002; Oppenheim, 1998). A lack of participation in any of
these aspects of life is likely to lead to vulnerability and even exclusion.
In addition to this categorization of societal fields, already used in a previous
research for analysing the second-level digital divide (Brotcorne et al., 2010), we
refer here to another classification, which was elaborated in a recent study by
Helsper, van Deursen, and Eynon (2015) in order to identify tangible outcomes of
digital technology use in a person’s everyday life. This recent framework allows us to
go further in the empirical analysis. The conceptualization is based on the wellknown Bourdieu’s theory of social inequalities. It identifies several resources that are
needed to increase one’s social status and societal participation in different societal
fields: economic, cultural and social capital resources, notably. However, sociopsychological resources are added to the framework in order to encompass the set
of influences on people’s life from a macro-level to a micro-level. Moreover, although
this model includes civic and political participation in the social field, we choose to
consider both these dimensions as a distinct field from the social one, as done by J.
van Dijk (2012) and Mariën et al. (2016).
The main advantage of this framework is that it enables different fields of societal
participation to be distinguished. The notion of “field” should be understood as social
contexts that are relatively autonomous from each other, even though, in reality, they
can also sometimes be interrelated. This approach allows us to place the analysis of
individuals’ online practices and their outcomes at the centre of varied social worlds
in which they are situated. Each of these fields contains a set of resources that are
possessed to greater or lesser extents by different groups of individuals. These
resources can be operationalized through specific indicators allowing us to carry out
detailed empirical analysis.
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The	
  economic	
  field	
  
In contemporary society, the economic field, which brings the various productive
activities together, constitutes one of the major dimensions of the concrete
participation of individuals in social life. The resources related to these activities
concern the various aspects that have an influence on one’s financial situation, such
as income, employment, education and training opportunities, and all other economic
opportunities. This sphere also includes resources related to consumption activities,
such as real estate, material assets and other various consumer goods.

The	
  cultural	
  field	
  
The cultural field refers to various forms of cultural practices and leisure activities that
influence one’s cultural background, shared values and norms within one’s
community. These aspects are learned through socialization. They guide behaviours
and give a feeling of belonging to a certain group. All these practices and beliefs are
often influenced by the direct and dominant culture within one’s immediate social
environment.

The	
  social	
  field	
  
The social field brings together the various kinds of social interactions – interpersonal
(family, friends) as well as other more formal relationships – that constitute an
individual’s social capital network. These social resources – including both weak and
strong ties – give access to emotional and instrumental support as well as to various
kinds of knowledge that are necessary to improve the level of participation and
compliance within a society. Generally, the extent of one’s social network is seen as
a source of well-being for individuals and an important indicator of their level of social
inclusion.

The	
  civic	
  and	
  political	
  field	
  	
  
This field refers to all activities and exchanges made within various official
organizational institutions. It includes both engagement with formal – voting, being a
member of a political party – and informal political processes, i.e. activists in favour
of a societal issue but outside a formal political institution. It also covers participation
related to civic activities – involvement in third-sector organizations, in a sports club,
etc. – as well as interaction with institutional public and private services, such as
government and other administrative services.

The	
  personal	
  field	
  	
  
This field covers the various individual resources that influence one’s ability to
improve one’s societal status and one’s physical and mental well-being, such as
personal attitudes, self-efficacy, locus of control and soft skills (i.e. autonomy and
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communication skills), as well as a person’s disposition to positively look to the
future, etc. All these personal resources are important for the construction of one’s
identity, which is a vital dimension in developing a sense of inclusion and belonging
to the society.

Defining social participation
Social participation is a term that is quite popular in policymaking discourses and
research. The participation of citizens in decision-making processes and, more
broadly, in social activities aimed at influencing common issues in society is seen as
the cornerstone of democratic regimes. However, this term is an ambiguous notion,
and refers in fact to a diversity of realities. Due to this polysemy, this notion has
increasingly become a “catch-all term” (Bresson, 2014). Despite the interest shown in
this concept over the last decade, there is no univocal agreement on its definition
and underlying dimensions (Kravagna, Reuchamps, & Delberghe, 2013).
Citizens’ activities in society can engage various stakeholders and can be of different
kinds and levels (from local to global spheres). People act in their communities, in
civic groups and in organizations. The activities can be political, concerning specific
issues, communal activities in neighbourhoods or participating in wider social
networks. Moreover, the degree of engagement can also vary. Therefore, several
taxonomies have been elaborated to categorize these different kinds of social
participation.

Social	
  or	
  civic	
  participation?	
  	
  
First, a distinction has to be made between social participation on the one hand and
citizen or civic participation on the other. At its largest acceptance, social
participation refers to people’s involvement in activities providing interactions with
others in society or in a given community. This kind of participation has an effect on
social issues and can lead to improving one’s immediate social environment.
However, it does not have a direct influence on the public sphere or on various forms
of public decisions (Makinen, 2006).
More particularly, citizen or civic participation refers to political and to social activities
aimed at directly influencing common issues in society (participation in public
discussions and debates, engagement in participatory decisions). It is also often
called “active citizenship” or “participatory citizenship”. Thus active citizenship is
connected to discussions regarding the public sphere and civic actions led in this
environment.
According to this large acceptance, civic participation refers to one’s opportunity and
ability to influence decisions with respect to common issues in society. Broadly
speaking, according to P. Venne (2006), this form of engagement is defined as
activities through which citizens contribute by playing a role in the definition and
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orientation of what constitutes public interest and common goods in a society or in a
community. In other words, civic participation can be seen as the room for
manoeuvre that a person has in influencing their social environment and community.
Hence, “citizenship participation is a categorical term for citizen power” (Arnstein,
1969, p. 2016).
The aforementioned generic definition of citizen participation encompasses several
subcategories that are often distinguished by other scholars, such as electoral
participation (i.e. being a political candidate or being able to vote) and public
participation (referring to one’s participation in public or political decisions through
consultation or deliberative processes). This definition also covers what some
researchers consider to be a part of social participation, such as community or
voluntary engagement in the third sector (Mercier, Bourque, & St-Germain,
2009 cited by Venne, 2006).

The	
  degree	
  of	
  citizen	
  participation	
  	
  
Alongside categorizations in respect of the various societal spheres of social or civic
participation, several typologies have also been developed to categorize citizen
involvement in civic affairs according to the levels or degrees of participation. These
frameworks are based on the examination of the effective influence of participants on
the final outcomes of the process (e.g. Arnstein, 1969; Fung, 2007; IAP2, 2007).
One model that continues to shape the theoretical framework for citizen involvement
in societal decision-making processes is Arnstein’s “Ladder of Citizen Participation”
(1969). In this well-known typology, eight hierarchical levels of participation are
distinguished. The different rungs of the ladder can be grouped into three main forms
of participation, corresponding to the extent of the citizens’ power.
−

The first two bottom rungs of the ladder – manipulation and therapy – refer to
a sort of “non-participation”. Participants have no influence on the contents or
the modality of the program or proposal, but have the choice to join it or not.
According to S. Arnstein, this form of engagement has been contrived by
some to replace genuine participation. Their real objective is not to enable
people to participate in planning or conducting programs, but to enable power
holders to “educate” the participants.

−

The second main form of participation involves levels referring to “symbolic
cooperation” (Bonvin, 2013). This form encompasses the rungs of
information, consultation and placation (appeasement). This kind of
participation allows citizens to have a voice; they can make suggestions and
offer advice. However, their views do not necessarily influence the decisionmaking process and final decisions are kept in the hands of the power
holders.

−

The third level of participation represents, according to S. Arnstein, the
uniquely effective form of participation. It encompasses three levels of citizen
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power with increasing degrees of decision-making influence. Partnership is a
form of negotiations between citizens and traditional power holders. It allows
participants to engage in trade-offs with policy decision-makers. Delegated
power allows citizens to obtain the majority in negotiations and decisionmaking processes. Finally, the level of Citizen control is reached when
participation has attained decision-making power with complete citizen
control.
The relevance of this theoretical framework relies on the fact that it underlines the
existence of multiple forms of possible citizen participation ranging from the most
rhetorical or instrumental to the most “real” participation in which the power is
effectively shared with citizens. This typology also allows us to point out that the last
level of participation is the most rarely observed in various empirical studies and that
many initiatives conducted under the name of civic participation are, in fact, limited to
the first or second forms of participation (Bonvin, 2013).
The much more recent “Spectrum of Public Participation”, developed by the
International Association of Public Participation (IAP2, 2007), proposes, to some
extent, a similar kind of levels of participation. This spectrum specifies five levels of
engagement and expected outcomes: inform, consult, involve, collaborate and
empower. These can be easily used as concrete indicators in empirical studies
aimed at examining the degree of civic participation through, or thanks to the use of,
digital technologies.
−

The lowest level of engagement is inform. At this level, information is given
through a digital platform or other media in order to assist public
understanding in respect to a given common societal issue.

−

The next level is consult. At this level, participants can give a feedback, an
advice or suggestions on specific public or political proposals but without
having the certainty that citizens’ views will be taken into account by power
holders.

−

The third level is involve. At this level, the goal is to collect participants’
feedback for the purpose of ensuring that stakeholder concerns are
considered by policymakers. This level of participation enables working
directly with the public throughout a process ensuring that public issues and
concerns are consistently understood and considered.

−

The fourth level is collaborate. This level is equal to a co-decision process.
Participants are actively involved in the entire decision-making process. It
implies a partnership with the public in each aspect of the decision including
the development of alternatives and identification of the preferred solution.

−

The fifth and highest level is empower, whereby proposals and decisions
stemming from the participants are effectively taken into account and
implemented in practice.
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Various kinds of digital devices and platforms are likely to support, even amplify,
these different degrees of civic participation in various public debates. Some
researchers have recently simplified both the aforementioned frameworks. Only three
major axes of digital civic participation or participatory democracy experiences
developed online are retained: (1) produce, diffuse and share information; (2) discuss
and debate; (3) deliberate and co-decide (Vedel, 2005).
In sum, these typologies, modelling the different levels of civic participation, provide
fruitful analytical frameworks to examine the ways in which digital technologies are
actually used to improve the various dimensions and degrees of social participation.
They also help in detecting under which conditions these levels of engagement can
be “really” achieved through the use of digital services.

	
  
Empowerment
Mostly, digital inclusion is seen as a prerequisite for people’s empowerment and it is
largely assumed that without being digitally included, individuals cannot be or
become empowered. However, this concept is rarely clearly defined in research.
Hence, in what follows, we clarify how empowerment, similarly to social exclusion
and inclusion as well as social participation, has been interpreted and defined in
social sciences literature.
The notion of “empowerment” features prominently in many contemporary discourses
enhancing the participation of the “have-nots” in making decisions affecting them.
Stemming, initially, from feminist theories and from radical activism in the 1970s in
favour of oppressed communities, it has been progressively used by many
stakeholders involved in various forms of social policy-oriented decisions and grassroots practices.
Its current success and its extensive use in different contexts testify to the relative
polysemy and ambiguity of the term (Bacque & Biewener, 2013; Bresson, 2014;
Calves, 2009). Hence, a definition of empowerment is not straightforward since it has
different meanings depending on the context: a sociocultural compared to a political
context or an individual compared to a collective context (Narayan, Stern, Nankani,
Page, & Jorgensen, 2002).
Nonetheless, beyond the diversity of the interpretations of the notion of
empowerment, some main dimensions and common trends can be identified. The
notion of “power” lies at the heart of the definition of empowerment. Most of the
scholarly literature links this notion to a process of increasing power or control at an
individual and a collective level. Moreover, this dynamic can take place in various
spheres of social life as well as in sociopolitical institutions. In this extensive form,
empowerment can be defined as processes whereby individuals or
groups/communities improve their power in various daily life circumstances with the
ultimate goal of emancipation (Bacque & Biewener, 2013). As such, empowerment is
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used in the sense of enablement: “enabling people to do what is important to them,
and enabling people to grow as competent subjects who have control over their lives
and surroundings” (Makinen, 2006, p. 381).
However, researchers make an assumption about the multilevel character of the
dynamics, underlying that the development of this human agency must happen both
at an individual and a collective level. Both dimensions are inseparable and are
closely interconnected. As such, according to T. Van Regenmortel (2009, cited in
Bleumers et al., 2012), the empowerment process has two distinct levels, namely: (1)
the level of individuals themselves based upon a more psychological approach to
empowerment; and (2) the level of communities or other collectives based upon a
more sociopolitical interpretation of empowerment.
H. Bacque and C. Biewener (2013) also emphasize the multilevel character of
empowerment but refer to three distinct dimensions or stages in this process,
namely: the individual one, the collective one and the political one.
−

The individual or “inner” dimension is the power from “within”. It is related to
the process that enables each person to develop their critical consciousness
and individual agency. It implies (re)gaining self-esteem and self-confidence
in one’s capacity to influence one’s life and being able to improve one’s wellbeing. This also implies developing the required knowledge and skills to
critically understand one’s social environment in order to achieve one’s own
life goals.

−

The interpersonal or collective dimension refers to the capacity to act “with”
other people. It is related to the capacity to create a community with a
common sense of belonging, shared goals, values and solidarity in order to
move forward in the same direction. This dimension is closely associated with
the power of learning to do something “together”, to take decisions, and carry
out actions that lead to changing problematic situations in life shared by the
people involved.

−

The real political dimension of empowerment is power used by grass-roots
organizations. This refers to the capacity to act across the various domains of
public life through collective actions and negotiations with power holders in
order to achieve a position allowing the transformation of inequitable power
structures in a society. This level of empowerment refers to the effective
exercise of power.

Similarly, according to J. Lord and P. Hutchison (1993), empowerment is seen as a
process of change and development consisting in four main stages: entry,
advancement, incorporation and commitment. The first stage – entry – refers to
motivational aspects that need to be present at individual level. The second stage –
advancement – refers to the elaboration of motivational aspects. It is strongly
influenced by the existence of some kind of mentoring relationship within the
immediate community of the individual. The third stage – incorporation – focuses on
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the development of a growing political consciousness and the willingness to become
involved. The final stage – commitment – refers to the effective attainment of
empowerment.
H. Bacque and C. Biewener (2013) state that the combination of these several
dimensions constitutes an effective empowerment process. As such, the authors
underline the importance of community support as a necessary condition for
achieving effective individual and collective empowerment. In the same vein, T. Van
Regenmortel (2009) emphasizes that empowerment can never be reached in an
isolated and individualized manner but is always integrated in a communitysupported process through which individuals are given the opportunity to learn and
become empowered by doing.
Whilst empowerment is a complex and multifaceted dynamic, the appropriation of the
concept in the vocabulary of a mainstream social policy discourse has been
accompanied by a more individualized notion of power. Recently, in many policyoriented actions and grass-roots practices in the field of social action, empowerment
has been reduced to its sole individual dimension. It has become synonymous with
individual agency and realization, neglecting its fundamental, collective and political
dimensions (Bacque & Biewener, 2013; Calves, 2009). The notion of empowerment
often conflates now with “autonomy”. As A-E. Calves points out: “the notion of
empowerment has shifted from its beginnings as a process of conscientization and
grass-roots political mobilization aimed at the radical transformation of inequitable
political structures, to a vague and falsely consensual concept. It has become
assimilated with power in respect of individual and economic decision-making and
has lost its political and collective dimensions (2009, p. 735).
This reductionist perspective of empowerment seems to be visible in current digital
inclusion initiatives and strategies. While the notion of digital inclusion is often linked
to the concept of empowerment, in most cases, reflections and practices aimed at
empowering individuals through the use of ICT conceived this dynamic as an
individual one, allowing users to become “highly skilled and capable of using digital
tools in a strategic and capital-enhancing way” (Heely & Damodaran, 2009).
According to M. Makinen (2006, p. 381): “digital empowerment is interpreted as a
multi-phased process enabling individuals to gain new abilities and ways to express
themselves in a networked society in order to increase their competences to act as
influential participants”. At first, it appears, therefore, that empowerment is often seen
as a process of gaining self-worth and personal power via the use of ICT, especially
amongst at-risk groups, with an emphasis on individual agency, and little attention is
given to the role of the community and collective support as an indispensable
condition for achieving this emancipatory process. Nonetheless, further investigation
needs to be carried out to confirm this trend.
Furthermore, from an empirical point of view, the aforementioned extensive definition
of this multi-natured concept provides a relevant analytical framework for

©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

38

investigating how, to what extent and under which conditions the use of digital
technologies improves effectively these different degrees/levels of empowerment.

Conclusion
The goal of this paper was to critically review the evolution and the major trends of
the literature on digital inclusion. In particular, it aimed to discuss research
progression and shortcomings in the field. On this basis, it set the scene for future
theoretical and empirical examinations of digital inclusion in the current context of the
convergence of digital technologies and the ongoing digitization “by default” of
society.
There is no doubt that important research advances have been made as regards the
understanding of digital exclusion and inclusion. In particular, academic studies have
developed nuanced explanations of the relationship between social exclusion
determinants and the different levels of engagement with digital technologies. As
such, they emphasized the complex and situated aspects of the ICT appropriation
process, showing the multifaceted nature of digital inclusion. Nevertheless, with the
exception of some rare recent studies (Helsper, 2012; Helsper et al., 2015; Mariën et
al., 2016;), the main existing line of research is merely focused on elucidating
unidirectional causal linkages from social to digital exclusion, but does not fully
appreciate the reverse causal relationship, namely: the effective and observable
impacts of different types of online engagement on the degree of individuals’ social
inclusion, participation and empowerment. This gap goes together with the relative
lack of shared explicit understanding about what it means to be socially included and
empowered through the use of digital technologies. This is notably due to the fact
that digital inclusion is, above all, a research topic in the field of digital media studies
without enough attempts to develop a more in-depth sociological approach to the
“real” social effects of digital (dis)engagement.
The second main criticism addressed in this paper concerns the risks of studying
digital inclusion through the sole lens of user-centric approaches. This prevalent
perspective in digital inclusion literature tends to overemphasize the role of individual
agencies and individual choices in the process of digital technology appropriation.
Instead, it tends to lack attention to the wider structural context – social, economic,
political and technical factors – that shapes individuals’ choices with regard to their
engagement with digital technologies in the current context of the digitized society.
Drawing on these critical considerations and in line with some very recent academic
studies (Helsper et al., 2015; Mariën et al., 2016), the paper argues the need to
develop further analyses on the relationship between digital and social inclusion
mechanisms along deeper comprehensive sociological lines with researchers
showing a real interest in revealing empirical evidence about what it means for
individuals to improve their social inclusion, participation and empowerment through
the use of ICT in the context of their own life.
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The paper supports the idea that the main concern of digital inclusion studies must
be trying to grasp empirically the “effective” effects of individuals’ digital
engagements in their different aspects of everyday life. It assumes the necessity to
study these societal impacts of ICT use from a highly context-driven perspective.
This implies examining objectively what really happens in terms of social exclusion
and inclusion mechanisms when people engage with digital technologies within the
context of their life circumstances and constraints.
To be able to do this, the paper proposes adopting an innovative sociological
approach – the life course perspective – which, despite its popularity in other areas
of social sciences, has rarely been employed in context-orientated analyses in
respect to digital inequalities. This theoretical framework enables examination of the
effective consequences of individuals’ digital differentiations in a dynamic
perspective, bearing in mind that these effects change over time, according to the
evolution of both circumstantial and structural aspects that define people’s various
daily needs and constraints through their life course.
Nevertheless, this research orientation’s proposal is very challenging due to the fact
that, currently, it lacks theoretically informed indicators allowing us to observe and
measure the concrete and tangible outcomes that can result from digital
engagements in different spheres of everyday life. As far as we know, only one
research report in recent years has set out with the objective of developing empirical
measures that can be used to explain how people use the Internet and what the
benefits might be (Helsper et al., 2015). The results have not yet been published.
Therefore, on the basis of this research orientation, which proposes tackling digital
inclusion from a more in-depth sociological perspective, anchored in a life course
approach, the next step is to further conceptualize this innovative framework in a
more in-depth way and to further operationalize it. For this, there is a need to develop
empirical indicators that allow us to grasp the tangible impacts of digital engagement
through the life course on the different dimensions and levels of social inclusion,
social participation and empowerment, as defined in this paper.

	
  

©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

40

1. Bibliography
Arnstein, S. R. (1969). “A Ladder of Citizen Participation”. Journal American Institute of
Planners, vol. 35, n° 4, 216-224.
Atkinson, A. (1998). “Social exclusion, poverty and unemployment”. In A. Atkinson & J. Hills
(Eds.). Exclusion, employment and opportunity (1–20). London: STICERD, London
School of Economics Discussion Papers Series CASE/4.
Attewell, G. (2001). “The first and second digital divides”. Sociology of Education,74, (3). 252259.
Bacqué M & Biewener, C. (2013). L’Empowerment, une pratique émancipatrice ? Paris, Éd.
La Découverte, coll. Poche.
Barzilai-Nahon, K. (2006). “Gaps and bits: conceptualizing measurements for digital divides”.
The Information Society, n° 22, 269-278.
Ben Youssef, A. (2004). “Les quatre dimensions de la fracture numérique”. Réseaux, vol. 22,
n° 127-128, Paris, 181-209.
Berghman J. (1995). “Social exclusion in Europe: Policy Context and Analytical Framework”.
In Room G. (ed.). Beyond the Threshold: The Measurement and Analysis of Social
Exclusion. Bristol, 19-28.
Bianchi A., Barrios, S., Cabrera, M., Cachia, R., Compañó, R., Malanowk,i N., Punie, Y.,
Turlea, G., Zinnbauer, D. & Centeno, C. (2006). Revisiting e-inclusion: from vision to
action. Institute for Prospective Technological Studies, Seville, European Commission.
Bijker, A. Wiebe, E., Thomas Parke, H., & Pinch Trevor J. (1987). The Social Construction of
Technological Systems New Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology.
Cambridge, Mass: MIT Press.
Bijker, W. (1995). Of bicycles, bakelite and bulbs: towards a theory of sociotechnical change.
Cambridge (MA) and London, The MIT Press.
Bleumers, L., Mariën, I., Schurmans, D., Van Looy, J., Jacobs, A., Willaert, K. & De Grove, F.
(2012). “Final report for the state of play of digital games for empowerment and inclusion:
opportunities and challenges”. In Stewart, J. (Eds.). Technical note commissioned by
IPTS-JRC (European Commission) and prepared by iMinds Digital Society as part of the
Digital Games for Empowerment and Inclusion (DGEI) Project, Sevilla.
Bonfadelli, H. (2002). “The Internet and knowledge gaps: A theoretical and empirical
investigation”. European Journal of Communication, 17, 65-84.
Bonvin, J-M. ‘2013). “La participation à l’aune de l’approche par les capacités d’Amartya
Sen”. In Claisse, F, Laviolette, C., Reuchamps, M. & Ruyters, C. (ed.). La participation en
action. Brussels, Peter Lang.
Bourdieu (1997). “The forms of capital ». In Halsley, A., Lauder, H., Stuart-Wells A. (Eds.).
Education: culture, economy, society. Oxford, Oxford University Press,46-58.
Brants, K. & Frissen, V. (2003). “Inclusion and exclusion in the information society”. Final
deliverable, The European Media and Technology. In Everyday Life Network, 2000-2003.
University of Amsterdam (ASCoR). TNO Delft.
Bresson, M. (2014). « La participation : un concept constamment réinventé », Socio-logos [En
ligne], 9 | 2014, mis en ligne le 04 mars 2014, consulté le 02 mai 2016. URL : http://sociologos.revues.org/2817
Brotcorne, P, Mertens, L.& Valenduc, G. (2009). Les jeunes offline et la fracture numérique.
Les risques d’inégalités dans la génération des « natifs numériques ». Rapport pour le
SPP Intégration Sociale, Bruxelles, septembre 2009.
Brotcorne, P. & Valenduc, G. (2008). Construction des compétences numériques et réduction
des inégalités. Rapport pour le SPP Intégration Sociale, Bruxelles.
Brotcorne, P. & Valenduc, G. (2009). « Les compétences numériques et les inégalités dans
les usages d’internet ». Les Cahiers du Numérique, vol.5 n°1, Hermès Lavoisier, 45-68.
©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

41

Brotcorne, P. & Valenduc, G. avec la collaboration J. Dekelver et L. Van Hoecke (2013).
Propositions pour un plan national e inclusion horizon 2020. Mise à jour de l’étude
"Préparation de la deuxième phase du plan national de lutte contre la fracture numérique
2011-2015”. SPP Intégration sociale, Bruxelles.
Brotcorne, P. Damhuis L., Laurent V., Valenduc G., & Vendramin, P. (2010). Diversité et
vulnérabilité dans les usages des TIC – La fracture numérique au second degré,
Bruxelles, Academia Press.
Brotcorne, P., Dekelver, J., Mertens, L., Nicolay, K. & Valenduc, G. (2010). Préparation de la
deuxième phase du plan national de lutte contre la fracture numérique 2011-2015,
Rapport MIIS/2010/02, SPP Intégration sociale, Bruxelles.
Bucy, E. (2000). “Social access to the Internet”. Harvard International Journal of Press,
Politics, 5, (1). 50-61
Bucy, E., Newhagen, J. (Eds.) (2004). Media Access: Social and Psychological Dimensions
of new technology use. London, Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
Burchardt, T., Le Grand, J., & Piachaud, D. (2002). “Introduction”. In J. Hills, J. Le Grand, &
D. Piachaud (Eds.). Understanding social exclusion. Oxford, England, Oxford University
Press, 1-12.
Calves, A-M. (2009). « Empowerment : généalogie d'un concept clé du discours
contemporain sur le développement ». Revue Tiers Monde, 4, n° 2000, 735-749.
Castel, R. (2004). « Cadrer l’exclusion ». In Karsz, S. (Eds.). L’exclusion, définir pour en finir.
Paris, Dunod,35-47.
Castells, M. (2002). The Internet Galaxy. Reflections on the Internet, Business, and Society.
New York, Oxford University Press.
Chakravarty, S. R., & D’Ambrosio, C. (2006). “The measurement of social exclusion”. Review
of Income and Wealth, 52(3). 377–398.
Châtel, V.& Soulet, M-H. (2001). « L’exclusion, la vitalité d’une thématique usée ».
Sociologies et sociétés, vol. 33, n°2, Presses de l’Université de Montréal, 175-202.
Clement A. & Shade L. (2000). “The access rainbow: conceptualizing universal access to
information/communications infrastructure”. In Gurstein, M. (Eds.). Community
Informatics: Enabling Communities with Information and Communication Technologies,
Hershey,32-51.
Damodaran, L. & Olphert, W. (2006). Informing Digital Futures: Strategies for Citizen
Engagement, Springer, Dordrecht.
De Haan, J. (2004). “A multifaceted dynamic model of the digital divide ». IT and society, vol.
1, n° 7, Stanford University, 66-88.
Dewan S.,& Riggins, F-J. (2005). “The digital divide: current and future research directions”.
Journal of the Association for information systems, 6, (12), Atlanta, 298-337.
DiMaggio, P. Hargittai, E., Neumann, W.R. & Robinson, J. (2001). “The social implications of
the Internet.». Annual Review of Sociology, 27, 307–336.
DiMaggio, P., Hargittai, E., Celeste, C. & Shafer, S. (2004). “Digital Inequality: From Unequal
Access to Differentiated Use”. In K. Neckerman (Eds.). Social Inequality, New York:
Russell Sage Foundation, 355-400.
Dutton, W. (2005). The social dynamics of the internet. paper presented to the International
Knowledge and Society Conference, University of California, Berkeley, February
Dutton, W.H., Helsper, E.J., & Gerber, M. (2009). The internet in Britain: 2009. Oxford, UK.
Oxford Internet Institute, University of Oxford.
eInclusion@EU, (2007). Strengthening eInclusion and eAccessibility acrossEurope. Final
Project Report. Deliverable D6.3. Revised Final Version. June 2007.
European Commission (2006). Ministerial Declaration, Riga, Latvia.

©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

42

Eynon, R. & Geniets, A. (2015). “The digital skills paradox: how do digitally excluded youth
develop skills to use the internet?”, Learning, Media and Technology,1-17,
http://doi.org/10.1080/17439884.2014.1002845
Eynon, R. & Helsper, E.J. (2011). “Adults learning online: Digital choice and/or digital
exclusion?”. New Media & Society, 13, (4). 534-551.
Feenberg, A. (2009). “Critical Theory of Communication Technology: Introduction to the
Special Section”. The Information Society, 25, (2). 77–83.
Feenberg, A. (2014). « Vers une théorie critique de l’Internet », TIC & Société [En ligne], Vol.
8, N° 1-2 | 1er semestre 2014 et 2ème semestre 2014, mis en ligne le 31 mai 2014,
consulté le 02 mai 2016. URL : http://ticetsociete.revues.org/1382 ; DOI :
10.4000/ticetsociete.1382
Ferrari, A. (2013). DIGCOMP a framework for developing and understanding digital
competence in Europe. Luxembourg: Publications Office. Retrieved from
http://dx.publications.europa.eu10.2788/52966
Ferro, E., N. C. Helbig, & Gil-Garcia, j-R. (2011). “The Role of IT Literacy in Defining Digital
Divide Policy”. Government Information Quarterly, 28 (1), 3-10.
Fung, A. (2006). “Varieties of Participation in Complex Governance”. Public Administration
Review, vol. 66, 66-75.
Furlong, J.& Davies, C. (2012). “Young people, new technologies and learning at home:
Taking context seriously.». Oxford Review of Education, 38, (1). 45-62.
Garnham, N. (2000). « La théorie de la société de l’information en tant qu’idéologie : une
critique ». Réseaux, vol. 18, n°101, Paris, 53-91.
George E. & Granjon, F. (Eds.). (2008). Critiques de la société de l’information. Paris,
L’Harmattan.
George, E. (2008). « En finir avec la société de l’information ? ». TIC & Société, vol. 2, n 2,
Paris, Maison des Sciences de l’Homme.
Giel, J. Glen, H. & Elder, Jr. (Eds.). (1998). Methods of Life Course Research: Qualitative and
Quantitative Approaches, Sage Publications.
Glassey, O. & Pfister-Giauque, B. (2006). « Liens numériques, lien social ? Analyse des
rapports entre innovations technologiques et dynamiques sociales ». Terminal, n°95-96,
Paris, L’Harmattan,173-184.
Gordon, D., Levitas, R., Pantazis, C., Patsios, D., Payne, S. (2000). Poverty and social
exclusion in Britain. York, England: Joseph Rowntree Foundation.
Granjon, F. (2004). « Les sociologies de la fracture numérique – premiers jalons critiques
pour une revue de la littérature ». Questions de communication, n°7, Presses
universitaires de Metz.
Granjon, F. (2008). « Des critiques de la société de l’information ». In George E. & Granjon,
F. (Eds.). Critiques de la société de l’information. Paris, L’Harmattan, 7-20.
Granjon, F. (2009). « Inégalités numériques et reconnaissance sociale ». Les Cahiers du
Numérique : Fracture sociale et injustice sociale, n°1/2009, 19-44.
Granjon, F. (2010). « Le non-usage de l’internet : reconnaissance, mépris et idéologie »,
Questions de communication, 18, 37-62.
Granjon, F. (2012). Reconnaissance et usages d’Internet. Une sociologie critique des
pratiques de l’informatique connectée. Paris, Presses des Mines
Guichard, E. (2011). « Le mythe de la fracture numérique ». In É. Guichard (Ed.), Regards
croisés sur l’internet. Villeurbanne, France: Presses de l’ENSIB,69-100.
Gunkel, D. J. (2003). “Second Thoughts: Toward a Critique of the Digital Divide.” New Media
and Society 5, (4). 499-522.

©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

43

Haché, A. & Centeno, C. (2011). Under the radar: the contribution of civil society and third
sector organisations to eInclusion, Report, European Commission, Joint Research Center
(JRC). Institute for Prospective Technological Studies (IPTS). Sevilla.
Hargittai, E. (2002). “Second-order digital divide: differences in people’s online skills”. First
Monday, 7,(4) University of Illinois, Chicago.
Hargittai, E. (2005). “Survey Measures of Web-Oriented Digital Literacy.” Social Science
Computer Review, 23, (3). 371-37
Hargittai, E. (2007). “Whose spaces? Differences among users and non-users of social
networks sites”. Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication. Indianapolis, vol. 13, n°1
Hargittai, E. (2009). “An update on survey measures of web-oriented digital literacy.” Social
Science Computer Review, 27(1). 130-137.
Hargittai, E. (2010). “Digital Na(t)ives? Variation in Internet skills and uses among members
of the Net Generation”. Sociological Inquiry, 80(1). 92-113.
Hargittai, E.& Walejko, G. (2008). “The participation divides: content creation and sharing in
the digital age”. Information, communication and society, vol. 11, n°2, Oxfordshire, 239256.
Hargittai, E., & Hinnant, A. (2008). Digital inequality: Differences in young adults’ use of the
Internet. Communication Research, 35(5). 602-621.
Heeley, M. & Damodaran, L. (2009). Digital Inclusion: A Review of International Policy and
Practice, Loughborough University.
Helsper, E. (2008). Digital inclusion: an analysis of social disadvantage and the information
society. Report, Department for Communities and Local Government, London.
Helsper, E. (2011). “The emergence of a digital underclass: digital policies in the UK and
evidence for inclusion”. Media policy brief, 3, Department of Media and Communications,
London School of Economics and Political Science, London.
Helsper, E. (2012). “A corresponding fields model for the links between social and digital
exclusion”. Communication Theory, Vol. 22 No. 4, 403-426.
Helsper, E., & Eynon. R., (2013). “Distinct Skill Pathways to Digital Engagement”. European
Journal of Communication, 28, (6). 696–713.
Helsper, E., Van Deursen, A.J. & Eynon, R. (2015). Tangible Outcomes of Internet Use. From
Digital
Skills
to
Tangible
Outcomes.
Project
report.
Available
at:
www.oii.ox.ac.uk/research/projects/?id=112
International Association for Public
Spectrum,www.iap2.org/associations.

Participation

(2007).

Public

Participation

International Association for Public Participation (2007). Public Participation Spectrum,
www.iap2.org/associations/4748/files/IAP2%20Spectrum_vertical.pdf
Janet, Z., Giele & Glen H. Elder Jr. (1998) (eds.). Methods of Life Course Research:
Qualitative and Quantitative Approaches. London, Sage Publications.
Kaplan, D. (Eds.). (2005). e-Inclusion: new challenges and policy recommendations. eEurope. Advisory Group, European Commission, July 2005.
Karsz, S. (2004). “L’exclusion : faux concept, vrai problème”. In L’exclusion : définir pour en
finir, S. Karsz (Ed.). Dunod, Paris, 99-168.
Karsz, S. (2008). « Empowerment. Une notion bien-pensante permet-elle de penser ? ».
Nouvelles pratiques sociales, Échos et débats, vol. 21, n° 1, 150-157.
Katz, J. & Rice, R. (2002). Social Consequences of Internet Use: Access, Involvement, and
Interaction. Cambridge, MA MIT Press.
Kellner, C., Massou, L. & Morelli, P. « (Re)penser le non-usage des tic ». Questions de
communication [En ligne], 18 | 2010, mis en ligne le 01 décembre 2012, URL : http://
questionsdecommunication.revues.org/395
©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

44

Kling, R. (1998). Technological and social access on computing. Information and
communication technologies. White paper for presidential advisory committee on high
performance computing and communication. Information Technology, and the Next
Generation Internet.
Kling, R. (2001). “Social Informatics”. Encyclopedia of Library and Information Sciences,
Boston, Kluwer Academic Publishers.
Kravagna, M., Reuchamps, M. &Delberghe, S. (2013). “Qu’est-ce que la participation ?”. In
Claisse, F, Laviolette, C., Reuchamps, M. & Ruyters, C. (ed.). La participation en action.
Brussels, Peter Lang.
Le Grand, J. & Piachaud, D. (Eds.). (2002). Understanding Social Exclusion. Oxford, Oxford
University Press.
Le Guel, F. (2004). “Comment pourrait-on mesurer la double fracture numérique ?”. Réseaux,
vol. 22, n°127-128, Paris, 55-82.
Lenhart, A. & Horigan, J-B. (2003). “Re-visualising the digital divide as a digital spectrum”. IT
& Society, vol. 1, n°5, Stanford University, Summer 2003, 23-29.
Levy, R. & Ghisletta, P. (2005). Towards an Interdisciplinary Perspective on the Life Course,
Elsevier, Oxford.
Litt, E. (2013). “Measuring Users’ Internet Skills: A Review of Past Assessments and a Look
Toward the Future.”, New Media & Society, 15 (4). 612–630.
Livingstone, S., & Helsper, E. (2007). “Gradations in digital inclusion: children, young people
and the digital divide”. New Media & Society, 9(4). 671-696.
Lord, J., & Hutchison, P. (1993). “The process of empowerment: Implications for theory and
practice”. Canadian Journal of Community Mental Health, 12(1). 5-22.
Makinen, M. (2006). “Digital empowerment as a process for enhancing citizens’ participation”,
E-learning, 3, (3). 381-395.
Mansell, R. (2002). "From digital divides to digital entitlements in knowledge societies”.
Current sociology, 50, (3). 407-426.
Mansell, R. (2012). Imagining the Internet: communication. Innovation, and governance,
Oxford, Oxford University Press.
Mansell, R., & Silverstone, R. (1996). Communication by Design: The Politics of Information
and Communication Technologies. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Mariën, I & Prodnik, J. (2014). “Digital inclusion and user (dis)empowerment: a critical
perspective.” Info, 16(6):35-47.
Marien, I, & Van Audenhove, L. (2010). “Embedding e-inclusion initiatives in people’s daily
reality: The role of social networks in tackling the digital divide”. Paper presented at the
Digitas Conference Digital Natives, Digital Immigrants, Digital Asylum-seekers: The Clash
of Cultures, Sibiu, Rumania, June 21-23.
Mariën, I. & Audenhove, L. (2011). “Mediageletterdheid en digitale vaardigheden: naar een
multidimensioneel model van digitale exclusie.” In Mediageletterdheid in een digitale
wereld, M-A. Moreas & J., Pickery (Eds.). Brussel, Studiedienst Vlaamse Regering, 99137.
Mariën, I. & Van Audenhove, L. (2010). “Reaching and teaching youth at risk: dilemmas and
challenges of measuring the impact of e-inclusion initiatives, findings presented at IPTS
Workshop entitled The Paradoxes of ICT and Social Inclusion: Do ICT Increase
Opportunities for Young People at Risk? Brussels.
Mariën, I. (2016). De dichotomie van de digitale kloof doorprikt: Een onderzoek naar de
oorzaken van digitale uitsluiting en naar strategieën voor een duurzaam e-inclusiebeleid.
Niet gepubliceerd proefschrift thesis, behaald op 29 Februari 2016 aan de Vrije
Universiteit Brussel.

©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

45

Mariën, I., Baelden, D., Bens, J., Schurmans, D., Van Audenhove, L., Smukste, K., Pierson,
J., Lemal, M. & Goubin, E. (2013). “Van digitale naar maatschappelijke participatie:
opportuniteiten en uitdagingen”. In Callens, M., Noppe, J. and Vanderleyden, L. (Eds.).
De sociale staat van Vlaanderen 2013. Studiedienst Vlaamse Regering, Brussel, 227272.
Mariën, I., Heyman, R., Salemink, K., Van Audenhove, L. (2016). “Digital by Default:
Consequences, Casualties and Coping Strategies”. In: Servaes, J. & Oyedemi, T. (eds.).
Social Inequalities, Media and Communication: Theory and Roots. Rowman and Littlefield
Mariën, I., Van Audenhove, L., Vleugels, C., Bannier, S. & Pierson, J. (2010). Digitale kloof
van de tweede graad in Vlaanderen. Onderzoeksrapport. Instituut Samenleving and
Technologie (IST). Brussel.
Mehra, B., Merkel, C. & Bishop, A. (2004). “The internet for empowerment of minority and
marginalized users”. New media & society, 6, (6). 781-802.
Meyer, K. (2009). “New Directions in Life Course Research”. Annual Review of Sociology,
(Vol. (35), 413-433
Mossberger, K., Tolbert, C. J., & Stansbury, M. (2003). Virtual inequality: Beyond the digital
divide. Washington, DC: Georgetown University Press.
Narayan, D., Stern, N., Nankani, G., Page, J., & Jorgensen, S. (2002). Empowerment and
poverty reduction: A sourcebook. Washington, DC: World Bank.
Niţă V. (2011). “An extended approach to e-inclusion and its implication for Romania”.
Romanian journal of European affairs. 11 (1), 63-80.
Norris, P. (2002). Digital divide. Civic engagement. Information poverty, and the internet
worldwide (2006 reprint edition). New York, NY: Cambridge University Press.
OECD (2000). Learning to Bridge the Digital Divide. Paris: Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development.
Oppenheim, C. (1998). An inclusive society: strategies for tackling poverty; London, Institute
for public policy research.
Orlikowsky, W. (2000). “Using technology and constituting structures: a practice lens for
studying technology in organizations”. Organization Science. 11, 404-428.
Paugam, S. (1991). La disqualification sociale, essai sur la nouvelle pauvreté. Paris, Presses
Universitaires de France.
Paugam, S. (1996). “La constitution d’un paradigm”. In S. Paugam (Eds.). L’exclusion, l’état
des savoirs, Paris, la Découverte, 7-18.
Percy-Smith, J. (2000). “Introduction: The contours of social exclusion”. In J. Percy-Smith
(ed.). Policy responses to social exclusion. Towards inclusion? Buckingham, England:
Open University Press, 1-21.
Pierson, J. (2012). “Online privacy in social media: a conceptual exploration of empowerment
and vulnerability”. Communications and Strategies, 88(4). 91-120.
Rallet, A. (2004). “Présentation”. Réseaux. 5-6, (127), Paris, 9-15.
Rice, R. (2002). “Primary issues in internet use: access, civic and community involvement,
and social interaction and expression”. In Lievrouw, L. & Livingstone, S. (Eds.). Handbook
of New Media: Social Shaping and Consequences of ICT. London: Sage, 109-129.
Robinson, R. & al. (2015). “Digital inequalities and why they matter”. Information,
Communication & Society, 18:5, 569-582.
Rogers, E.M. (2003). Diffusion of Innovations (5th Edition). New York: The Free Press.
Rossel, P. & Glassey, O. (2004). Caractéristiques et enjeux de la dimension dynamique de la
fracture digitale. Conférence « TIC et inégalités : les fractures numériques ». Université
de Paris Sud, novembre 2004.
Schnapper, D. (2007). Qu’est-ce que l’intégration ? Paris, Gallimard.
©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

46

Schurmans, D., Mariën, I. (2013). Naar gebruikersprofielen van kwetsbare jongeren: Over
digitale media, sociale context en digitale ongelijkheden. Onderzoeksrapport in opdracht
van Mediawijs.be, het Vlaams Kenniscentrum voor Mediawijsheid, Speerpuntproject 1:
Toolkit Mediawijsheid: Methodieken en goede praktijken in samenwerking met Maks vzw.
Selwyn, N. & Facer, K. (2007). Beyond the digital divide – rethinking digital inclusion for the
21th century. London, FutureLab.
Selwyn, N. (2004). “Reconsidering political and popular understandings of the digital divide”.
New Media and Society, Vol. 6 No. 3, 341-362.
Selwyn, N. (2005). “The Social Processes of Learning to Use Computers”. Social Science
Computer Review, 23 (1), 122–135.
Selwyn, N. (2006). “Digital division or digital decision? A study of non-users and low-users of
computers”. Poetics, 34, (4-5). 273-292.
Selwyn, N. (2010). “Looking beyond learning: Notes towards the critical study of educational
technology”. Journal of Computer Assisted Learning, 26, (1). 65-73.
Selwyn, N. (2014). “Technology and education: why it’s crucial to be critical?”. In S. Bulfin, N.
Johnson & Bigum, C. (Eds.). Critical perspectives on technology and education, NewYork: Palgrave-Mac Millan, 245-255.
Selwyn, N., Gorard, S. & Furlong, J. (2005). Adult Learning in the Digital Age. Information,
Technologies and the Learning Society. London, Routledge.
Sen, A. (1993). “Capability and Well-Being”. In M. Nussbaum, & A. Sen (Eds.). The Quality of
Life. New York: Oxford Clarendon Press,30–53.
Sen, A. (2000a). Repenser l’inégalité. Paris, Seuil.
Sen, A. (2000b). Un nouveau modèle économique : développement, justice, liberté. Paris,
Odile Jacob.
Shanahan, M. (2000). “Pathways to Adulthood in Changing Societies: Variability and
Mechanisms in Life Course Perspective”. Annual Review of Sociology, Vol. 26, 667-692.
Silverstone, R. & Sorensen, KH. (2005). “Towards the ‘communication society’”. In
Silverstone, R. (Eds.). Media, Technology and Everyday Life in Europe: From Information
to Communication. Aldershot: Ashgate, 213–222
Silverstone, R. (1996). Future Imperfect: Information and Communication Technologies in
Everyday Life. In W. Dutton (Eds.). Information and Communication Technologies: visions
and realities. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 217-232.
Silverstone, R., & Haddon, L. (1996). “Design and the Domestication of Information and
Communication Technologies: Technical Change and Everyday Life”. In R. Silverstone, &
R. Mansell (Eds.). Communication by Design: The Politics of Information and
Communication Technologies. Oxford University Press, Oxford, 44–74.
Stewart, J., Bleumers, L., All, A., Mariën, I., Schurmans, D., Van Looy, J., Jacobs, A., Willaert,
K., De Grove, F., Misuraca, G. & Centeno, C. (2013). The potential of digital games for
empowerment and social inclusion of groups at risk of social and economic exclusion:
evidence and opportunity for policy. JRC Scientific and Policy Report, European
Commission, Joint Research Center (JRC). Institute for Prospective Technological
Studies (IPTS). Sevilla.
Steyaert, J. & De Haan, J. (2001). Geleidelijk digitaal: een nuchtere kijk op de sociale
gevolgen van ICT, Den Haag: Sociaal en Cultureel Planbureau.
Steyaert, J. (2010). “Where the worlds of e-Inclusion and evidence based practice meet”.
Journal of Social Intervention: Theory and Practice, 19(4). 19-30.
Steyaert, J., & Gould, N. (2009). “Social work and the changing face of the digital divide”.
British Journal of Social Work, 39, 740-753.
Steyn, J. & Johanson, G. (2011). “ICT and Sustainable Solutions for the Digital Divide: Theory
and Perspectives”. Information Science Reference, IGI Global, Hershey.
©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

47

Trottier, D. & Lyon, D. (2011). “Key features of social media surveillance”. In Fuchs, C.,
Boersma, K., Albrechtslund, A. & Sandoval, M. (Eds.). Internet and Surveillance,
Routledge, New York, NY, 89-105.
Van Deursen, A. J.A.M., & Van Dijk, J. A.G.M. (2010). “Internet skills and the Digital Divide.”
New Media and Society, 13, (6), 893-911.
Van Deursen, A.J.A.M. & Van Dijk, J.A.G.M. (2013). “The digital divide shifts to differences in
usage”. New Media and Society, 16 (3), 507-526.
Van Deursen, A.J.A.M., Helsper, E.J. & Eynon, R. (2014). Measuring Digital Skills. From
Digital
Skills
to
Tangible
Outcomes.
Project
report.
Available
at:
www.oii.ox.ac.uk/research/projects/?id=112.
Van Dijk, J. A.G.M. (2012). “The Evolution of the Digital Divide: The Digital Divide turns to
Inequality of Skills and Usage”. In Bus, J., Crompton, M., Hildebrandt, M. & Metakides, G.
(Eds.). Digital Enlightenment Yearbook 2012. Amsterdam: IOS Press, 57-75.
Van Dijk, J.A.G.M. (2005). The Deepening Divide. Inequality in the Information Society, Sage,
Thousand Oaks, London.
Van Dijk, J.A.G.M. (2006). “Digital divide research, achievements and shortcomings.” Poetics,
34, 221-235.
Van Regenmortel, T. (2009). « Empowerment als uitdagend kader voor sociale inclusie en
moderne zorg”. Journal of Social Intervention : Theory and Practice, 18, (4), 22-42.
Venne, M. (2011). « Des citoyens responsables ». Télescope,17, (1),194- 212.
Verdegem, P & Verhoest, (2009). “Profiling the non-user: rethinking policy initiatives
stimulating ICT acceptance”. Telecommunications Policy, 33, 642–652.
Vodoz L. & Pfsiter-Giauque, B. (2006). « Faut-il savoir utiliser un ordinateur pour vivre en
société ? » Synthèse de la recherche La fracture numérique : émergence, évolution,
enjeux et perspectives. Université de Lausanne.
Warschauer, M. (2003). Technology and social inclusion: Rethinking the digital divide.
Cambridge, MA, MIT Press.
Webster, F. (1995). Theories of the Information Society. London: Routledge.
Wei, L. (2012). “Number Matters: The Multimodality of Internet Use as an Indicator of the
Digital Inequalities.». Journal of Computer-Mediated Communication, 17, (3), 303–318.
Witte, J. C., & Mannon, S. E. (2010). The internet and social inequalities. New York, London:
Routledge, Taylor & Francis Group.
Wright, D. & Wadhwa, K. (2010). “Mainstreaming the e-excluded in Europe: strategies, good
practices and some ethical issues”. Ethics Information Technology,12 (2), 139-156.
Wyatt S., Thomas G., Terranova T. (2002). “They came, they surfed, they went back to the
beach: Conceptualizing Use and Non-Use of the internet”. In Woolgar S. (ed.). Virtual
society? Technology, Reality. New York, Oxford Press Inc, 22-40.
Zillien, N. & Hargittai, E. (2009). “Digital distinction: status-specific types of Internet usage”.
Social Science Quarterly, 90 (2), 274-291.

©	
  IDEALiC	
  –	
  Powered	
  by	
  BELSPO	
  –	
  iMinds-‐SMIT	
  Vrije	
  Universiteit	
  Brussel	
  –	
  Centre	
  de	
  
recherche	
  de	
  la	
  Fondation	
  Travail-‐Université	
  

48

