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Summary.

Digital technologies now pervade every aspect of modern Australian
society. Almost every aspect of how we live, work and play – from getting an
education, accessing health care, communicating with friends to getting a job – is
influenced by digital technology. In this era of rapid change, the trajectory of economic
development, our future prosperity and our ambitions to be a socially inclusive nation
will all be influenced by the increasing growth and reliance on digital technologies as a
part of everyday life. Digital inclusion (and equality) is increasingly becoming one of
the major social justice challenges of our time. Digital inclusion is vital to employment
participation, economic development, educational achievement, social and civic
inclusion, health and wellbeing.
Many people continue to be digitally excluded in Australia and, importantly, as
technology changes there is a growing risk of a participation gap in terms of a person’s
ability to engage with technology. At present, the response to such a major issue in
Australia is fragmented and only occasionally addressed holistically. Comprehensive
national research on this issue is limited, the longer-term costs of digital exclusion
have not been fully explored, nor do we have a national plan to mobilise a whole of
community effort that ensures that all Australians have the skills and opportunity to
benefit from digital citizenship.
The purpose of this paper is to explore the current needs, challenges and benefits of
digital inclusion in Australia. It explores how the concept of inclusion is evolving with
changes in technology and to social structures. This article is a précis of a White Paper
commissioned by Telstra. The aim is to advance our understanding of digital inclusion
and introduce a more refined conceptual framework for defining and addressing
digital equality.
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Introduction	
  and	
  Background	
  	
  
In 2013 the world has become a fundamentally digitally mediated place. Here in Australia,
like other parts of the developed and developing world, technology has become irrevocably
embedded in the very fabric of society. For many people life without a mobile phone or
access to the Internet is unthinkable and perhaps unimaginable. It is true that a range of
Australian government policies and programmes have attempted to address inequalities in
ICT access and use since the late 1990s. However despite these attempts, key determinants
of Internet access and use such as age, income, educational attainment and Indigenous
status are proving to be persistent. At the same time more complicated and nuanced factors
are likely to be determining the way people use the Internet (Notley 2008). This paper
attempts to develop a holistic framework for and assess the value of a digital equality policy
framework.
Technology now affects almost every dimension of how we live, work and play. In a relatively
short space of time we have seen the rapid, wholesale digitisation of our communication
practices so much so that ‘digital inclusion’ materially affects the cultural, social and
economic well-being of all Australians. We have effectively moved from justifying what goes
online, to justifying what does not. In many ways being connected – being digitally included
– is ceasing to be an ‘opt-in’ or ‘opt-out’ choice if one wants to avoid disadvantage (Walton
2013). There is simply more to lose from digital exclusion than there has been before.
Access to the Internet is fast becoming seen as a basic utility not dissimilar to gas, electricity
or water and whilst this concept may seem like a stretch to some, being deprived of any basic
utility creates considerable hardship and not having access to the digital world is being seen
in this light.
In early 2010, a poll conducted for the BBC World Service found that almost four in five
people around the world believed that access to the Internet is now a fundamental right
(BBC News 2010).
France has ruled that access to the Internet is a basic human right (Sparks 2009) and in
2010 Finland became the first country in the world to make access to broadband a legal right
for every citizen, with policy ambitions to ensure minimum download speeds of 100Mbps by
2015 (BBC News 2010).
Implicit in these developments is the concept that in the digital age no one should get left
behind. Despite this, many people are at risk of being left behind in Australia. A significant
number of disadvantaged people struggle to have or access the skills, tools or resources
needed to digitally engage (Kearney 2009). Some commentators are predicting that even as
the digital divide narrows, for many the ‘divide’ is getting deeper (Ewing 2013) and unless
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this is challenged with targeted interventions “digital exclusion …may become the major
social justice challenge of our time” (Perlgut 2011: 9).
According to a recent report by the Australian Council of Social Services (ACOSS) there are
almost 2.3 million people living in relative poverty in Australia (ACOSS 2012). Whilst the
digitally excluded in Australia are not a homogenous group, there is a strong correlation
between socio-economic disadvantage and those digitally excluded sections of society who
find it hard to afford or access the benefits of information communication technology
(Vinson 2007). As a consequence those cohorts of society that are digitally excluded are
more likely to encounter disadvantages in terms of strengthening their job skills, getting
employment, benefiting from a quality education, obtaining critical information, socially
connecting or accessing many health, educational and financial services that are essential to
living in modern day Australia (Regional Telecommunications Review 2012).
Ironically, those that can potentially benefit most from the equalising opportunities of online
services are those who have greater risk of being left behind (Comcast 2012).

Overcoming	
  the	
  ‘Divide’	
  -‐	
  no	
  longer	
  binary	
  
Digital inclusion is becoming a reasonably common term used to describe a range of topics,
more often than not, concerned with equality of access to information communications
technology (ICT) and the associated benefits (Searle 2009). Digital inclusion can be defined
as providing access to high-speed broadband, ensuring affordability and ensuring that users
can overcome adoption barriers and are empowered to have the skills to fully benefit from
being digitally engaged.
Historically, digital inclusion has been shaped and defined by its more broadly known
predecessor the ‘digital divide’. This term has been around since the mid-1990s (Foster and
Burkowski 2007) and has become so colloquial that it is difficult to determine a definitive
meaning although initially it referred to those with and without Internet access. Some have
contended that the digital divide has distinct and different levels depending on context. For
example, for some it implies three levels of divide: global, social, and democratic (Norris
2001; Pluss 2003), while for most the ‘divide’ is simply dividing technological the ‘haves’ and
‘have-nots’ (Lloyd et al 2000).
In both cases, the terminology of a divide is aimed at conceptualising inequalities within
society. A social divide generally refers to the gap between those with information and those
without it (the haves and have-nots); whereas, a democratic divide, is generally used to
signify those who do and do not ‘engage, mobilise and participate in public life’ using ICT
(Norris 2001: 13). In other words, recognising that there is a distinction between voluntary
and involuntary exclusion.
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Whilst the term ‘a digital divide’ is still widely used, digital inclusion definitions are more
varied and tend to feature an expectation that only when all individuals have the ability to
utilise the benefits ICT provides will we have a digitally inclusive society (Seale 2009: 11).
Generally, definitions of digital inclusion feature similar core elements based around what it
means to be included. In essence this has been an attempt to address the issues of access,
use, empowerment and participation (Seale 2009: 11). Despite the importance of aspects
such as empowerment and participation in understanding digital inclusion, measurement
tends to see access to and use of the Internet as the key determinant of whether someone is
digitally included or not (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2009). Digital inclusion is emerging as a
mainstream issue by default, simply because of the implications of being excluded:
increasingly, exclusion negatively impacts an individual’s health and wellbeing, their ability
to learn and to enhance wealth, and their opportunities for civic and social engagement.…
ICT now lies at the heart of most of the activities which are seen to constitute ‘social
inclusion’ - from playing an active role in one’s neighbourhood and community to
maintaining one’s personal finances. The inclusive role of ICT has recently been reinforced
by the digital migration of most government and public services. Technologies such as the
Internet, digital TV and mobile telephony are now important means of accessing and
interacting with local government, health and welfare services, the criminal justice system
and other areas of government. In all these instances, ICT use is implicated increasingly in
what it means to be socially, economically, culturally and politically involved in 21st
century society. (Selwyn and Facer 2007)

Digital	
  Inclusion	
  Benefits	
  –	
  a	
  false	
  economy	
  not	
  to	
  invest?	
  
In Australia, whilst there has been some research into the economic gains of getting more
Australian households online (DBCDE 2010), there has not been a comprehensive overview
drilling down into the factors that will influence how individuals and households can
overcome the barriers to digital inclusion.
In the UK, EU and US the investigation into and debate around the social and economic
benefits of inclusion have been more comprehensive than in Australia. Partially this can be
attributed to the greater traction that the concept of inclusion has in these countries,
especially in a policy context; and partially to the fact that the Howard government had never
used the concept of social exclusion/inclusion in key policy frameworks (Notley 2008: 1011). Indeed, in addition to understanding the gains, research has sought to demonstrate the
significant costs to society of not addressing exclusion. In most cases and especially in the
UK experience it is demonstrated that over time the costs of digital exclusion are likely to
increase and the social and economic gains of the digitally included populations magnify the
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cost to society of those excluded and potentially entrenched in disadvantage (Low Incomes
Tax Reform Group 2012).
Digital inclusion and high speed broadband access is a means of furthering many national
objectives, yet too often ‘digital’ is seen in the context of infrastructure, hardware and
software. The real value, however, is in how digitisation can transform our economic, social
and civic worlds, our public and private sector business models, and the life chances of
individuals. A recent UK report by Booz and Co (in partnership with Go ON UK) summarised
that universal digitisation has the potential to unlock substantial economic and social
benefits for individuals, the business community, not for profit organisations and
government. (Koss 2013)
The following table summarises the potential benefits of digital inclusion based largely on the work
undertaken in the UK by Booz and Co and PwC and identifies the benefits in relation to individuals
and sectors that have critical influence on digital inclusion.
Table	
  1.	
  Potential	
  benefits	
  of	
  digital	
  inclusion	
  
Individuals	
  

Business	
  

Not	
  for	
  Profits	
  

Government	
  

Improved	
  quality	
  of	
  
life	
  through	
  time	
  
saving	
  activities,	
  
better	
  information	
  
and	
  access.	
  

Economic	
  growth	
  
through.	
  

Efficiency	
  Savings.	
  
Streamlining	
  the	
  cost	
  
base	
  and	
  improving	
  
efficiencies	
  through	
  
greater	
  back	
  office	
  
automation	
  and	
  
greater	
  use	
  of	
  online	
  
information	
  and	
  
transactional	
  services	
  
(cloud	
  technologies)	
  

Service	
  transformation.	
  	
  

Efficiency	
  Savings:	
  
Streamlining	
  the	
  cost	
  
base	
  and	
  improving	
  
Education:	
  Improved	
  
efficiencies	
  through	
  
education	
  outcomes	
  
greater	
  back	
  office	
  
through	
  opportunities	
   automation	
  and	
  
for	
  inclusive	
  learning	
   greater	
  use	
  of	
  online	
  
and	
  developing	
  social	
   information	
  and	
  
capital.	
  	
  
transactional	
  services	
  
(cloud	
  technologies)	
  
Improved	
  health	
  and	
  
wellbeing:	
  Improved	
  
	
  
access	
  to	
  health	
  and	
  
Enhancing	
  
wellbeing	
  information	
  
productivity	
  –	
  time-‐
and	
  services	
  (including	
  
savings	
  and	
  quality	
  
remote	
  treatment)	
  
improvements	
  
and	
  more	
  support	
  for	
  
through	
  online	
  
independent	
  living	
  
solutions	
  	
  
including	
  tele-‐health	
  
	
  
Employment	
  
Enhancing	
  revenue	
  
participation:	
  
Growth:	
  opportunities	
  
Improved	
  (and	
  
to	
  increase	
  turnover	
  
protected)	
  
employability	
  through	
   through	
  greater	
  
flexible	
  working,	
  
market	
  access	
  in	
  line	
  
with	
  growing	
  online	
  
better	
  ICT	
  skills	
  
consumption.	
  
aligned	
  with	
  market	
  
needs	
  and	
  more	
  
	
  
effective	
  online	
  job	
  

Improved	
  Fundraising:	
  
use	
  of	
  social	
  media	
  
providing	
  new	
  ways	
  to	
  
connect	
  and	
  mobilise	
  
support	
  
More	
  effective	
  
communication	
  with	
  
target	
  supporters	
  and	
  
donors	
  	
  
	
  
More	
  effective	
  service	
  
delivery,	
  enhancing	
  
awareness,	
  
participation,	
  reach	
  
and	
  impact.	
  

Public	
  Sector	
  efficiencies	
  
through	
  
-

Lower	
  transaction	
  
costs	
  

-

FTE	
  savings	
  	
  

-

Reduced	
  duplication	
  
/	
  multiple	
  
submissions	
  

-

Potential	
  increase	
  in	
  
tax	
  revenue	
  and	
  
reduction	
  in	
  benefit	
  
payments	
  

-

Faster	
  response	
  
times	
  

-

Improved	
  choice	
  
and	
  convenience.	
  

-

Democratic	
  
engagement	
  

	
  
Potential	
  environmental	
  
benefits	
  through	
  
telework	
  and	
  
teleconferencing	
  
reducing	
  emissions	
  and	
  
congestion	
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identification	
  and	
  
application.	
  	
  

Improving	
  customer	
  
service,	
  satisfaction	
  
Social	
  Engagement:	
  
and	
  engagement:	
  
Reducing	
  isolation	
  and	
   aligning	
  with	
  growth	
  
depression	
  (especially	
   of	
  online	
  transact	
  
seniors).	
  Increasing	
  
	
  
motivation	
  and	
  
creating	
  opportunity	
  
for	
  social	
  engagement	
  
and	
  networking.	
  
Civic	
  engagement:	
  
Greater	
  opportunity	
  
for	
  involvement	
  in	
  
civic	
  and	
  democratic	
  
activity	
  
Financial	
  Savings	
  and	
  
Consumer	
  Choice:	
  
studies	
  are	
  showing	
  
considerable	
  
household	
  savings	
  
through	
  online	
  
transactions.	
  
Consumers	
  can	
  
purchase	
  a	
  wider	
  
range	
  of	
  goods	
  and	
  
services	
  often	
  at	
  lower	
  
prices.	
  
In late 2009 the UK Champion for Digital Inclusion, Baroness Martha Lane Fox, commissioned
PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP (PwC) to report on the potential scale of the ‘digital dividend’ to Britain
of achieving greater digital inclusion. Key findings included the following:

•

Digitally excluded low-income households were missing out on £1billion a year
from shopping and paying bills online;

•

Home access to a computer was shown to improve educational achievement and
boost lifetime earnings;

•

Unemployed people who get online substantially increased their chances of
getting a job;

•

If all digitally excluded adults got online and made just one transaction a month
online, instead of offline, government could save around £900m per annum.

•

The total potential economic benefit from getting everyone in the UK online was
estimated to be in excess of £22billion (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2009: 2).

Whilst a similarly detailed analysis is yet to be carried out in Australia, there is a growing
body of evidence demonstrating a compelling economic case for ensuring all Australians are
digitally included. In 2002 the Australian social enterprise, Infoxchange, launched a large
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digital inclusion pilot project across two high-rise, public housing estates in inner
Melbourne. These projects have been independently evaluated and have demonstrated
considerable social and economic benefits (Kearney 2009; Meredyth 2006)
‘This project has delivered a number of very important milestones in a
community that has long term and intergenerational social and economic
challenges. Removing the digital divide in this community is one critical
component in the process of changing the long term social disadvantage
experienced by residents on the Collingwood estate.’ (Isoquant 2010: 65)
The Global Consulting firm A.T. Kearney provided an in-depth analysis of the economic
return on investment of the initiative. This research demonstrated that boosting social
inclusion through enhanced digital connectivity is an effective way to improve outcomes in
terms of the costs of service provision for health and countering anti-social behaviour. As
well, the efficient access to information reduces costs to the public health system and
empowers patients when making health and wellbeing choices. For those digitally connected
A.T.Kearney were able to quantify over $5.9million of economic benefits (Kearney 2009)
across four interrelated areas:
•

Education and Employment benefits;

•

Communication and Connectivity benefits;

•

Transactional efficiencies; and,

•

Health and Wellbeing benefits.

In late 2010 the Australian Department of Broadband, Communications and Digital
Economy commissioned a report by The Allen Consulting Group to quantify the economic
gains of getting more Australian households online (Allen Consulting Group DBCDE 2010).
Entitled “Quantifying the Possible Economic Gains of Getting More Australian Households
Online”, this report estimated that if the number of Australian households connected to
broadband Internet increased by 10% this would provide $2.4 billion a year in household
gains (in current prices) largely through time-saving activities such as telecommuting,
distance study, online savings and access to health services; if there was a 20% increase in
connection to household broadband services then gains would amount to $4.8billion. The
report estimated that the value of time an average Australian household will spend on the
Internet amounts to approximately $7,699 per year (Allen Consulting DBCDE 2010: 39).
Critically, the realisation of any social or economic benefit requires overcoming the barriers causing
many people in Australia to be digitally excluded. The following sections discuss who in Australia is
excluded and why.
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Measuring	
  Digital	
  Inclusion:	
  How	
  does	
  Australia	
  Fare?	
  
The levels of digital exclusion in Australia have declined in recent years, although a
significant proportion of the population remains excluded. In 2013, Internet diffusion rates
have crept up but the distribution of access is far from equitable. The recent Social Inclusion
Board report, How Australia is Faring, indicated that 79% of homes now have Internet
access (95% in the highest income quintile and just 55% in the lowest) (Australian
Government. 2012b, Cole 2012). Critically, 27% of all households (2.3 million households)
are not using broadband and 1.796 million households (21%) have no Internet connection at
all (ABS December 2012).
Many groups within Australia are significantly more likely to be excluded than others:
•

Culturally and linguistically diverse communities

•

Refugees and asylum seekers

•

People with a disability

•

Low income households

•

Sole-parent families

•

Seniors

•

The unemployed or under-employed

•

Indigenous communities

•

People in remote communities

In Australia if you are disabled, in a low-income household or dependent on a parenting
payment, an age pension, disability support pension or a Newstart allowance, then the
likelihood of having no Internet at home is twice to almost five times higher than the
national average (ABS December 2012). In 2011, only 57% of people over 65 years of age
used the Internet, although this was up from just over 40% in 2009 (Morsillo 2012) and
single parent households with dependent children under 15 lagged comparable dual parent
households by 15 - 16% for Internet and broadband access (Cole 2012).
Indigenous households in Central Australia are 76% less likely to have Internet access than
non-indigenous metropolitan households (Crouch et al 2011). Professor Lester-Irabinna
Rigney, Dean of Aboriginal Education at Adelaide University argues if nothing is done to
close the digital gap between Indigenous and non-Indigenous Australians, there we will see
an emergence of ‘digital ghettos’ (Rigney 2011: 8).
Exclusion is also concentrated in areas of socio-economic disadvantage such as urban fringe
areas, public housing estates and for those with no fixed abode (Kearney 2009). There is
also a significant 8% difference between urban and rural use (Cole 2012).
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Digital	
  Inclusion	
  –	
  the	
  whole	
  greater	
  than	
  the	
  sum	
  of	
  parts	
  
When the digital divide or state of digital inclusion is discussed in Australia, it is often in a
broad non-specific context with sometimes a singular focus on a particular aspect of digital
inclusion such as affordability or accessibility. For example, much of the discussion to date
around the potential of the National Broadband Network (NBN), including Australian
government NBN public policy, focuses predominantly on geographical location and physical
service delivery (Lee 2011), and largely ignores other barriers to usage (Ellis 2012; Nansen
2012). Of course, there is no debating that individual components of digital inclusion, such
as the infrastructure itself, are critically important but if only these or individual aspects are
continually addressed in isolation their impact will be limited.
We would see that core to digital inclusion is ensuring:
•

Awareness – that all members of a community should understand the benefits of
information communication technology from basic to advanced level.

•

Affordable and Available – All members should have affordable access Internet
connected hardware devices and high speed broadband plans

•

Accessible – All members, regardless of their background, income, ability or
location, should not be prevented from taking advantage of the economic, educational,
social benefits and opportunities available through ICT (Building Digital Communities
2012).

Importantly, the core components of digital inclusion complement each other and should not
be considered in isolation from each other, as so often they are. When digital inclusion has
been tackled more holistically the economic and social benefits to individuals and societies
have been considerable, as discussed earlier, and a number of trends in society suggest that
this pattern is likely to continue, if not amplify.

Adoption	
  and	
  Digital	
  Literacy	
  	
  
Digitally excluded people do not engage with digital technology due to a variety of reasons.
Involuntary barriers can be related to unaffordability, a lack of requisite digital skills, or a
lack of formal or peer support (ACMA 2009). Voluntary reluctance to engage is often linked
to low motivation due to fear or perceived lack of relevance. In 2012, the Australian arm of
the World Internet Project found that 51% of people who do not have the Internet identify as
having no interest or do not find it useful (Ewing 2013). However, in a 2009 study, ACMA
found that most adults claiming no interest to engage with new communication technologies
are not making an active choice to be excluded and for some reluctance was simply a cover
for personal skill shortages (ACMA 2009: 47).
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Digital inclusion therefore also requires raising awareness of the potential benefits of being
digitally included (Price Waterhouse Coopers 2009) and promoting relevant content and
services. If relevant content and services are not easily identified then interest can wane. This
is critically important in culturally and linguistically diverse communities, for example, in
communities where relevant content in a preferred, spoken or mother-tongue language is
critical for meaningful Internet use.

Digital	
  Literacy	
  	
  
Digital literacy “is about mastering ideas, not key strokes” (Gilster 1997)
At its core, digital literacy is about having a competency around the use of digital tools. Being
digitally literate is not just understanding digital technology, but using digital technology to
achieve everyday tasks and goals (Martin 2009), be that communicating on Skype, accessing
relevant content or processing online banking. Digital literacy is not a static skill; it is part of
a commitment to an ongoing process of understanding how technology can be used to
achieve educational, economic and social goals.

Affordability	
  
Whilst the digitally excluded are clearly not a homogenous group, for many excluded people
affordability is often a primary obstacle and overcoming other barriers cannot be achieved
without a deliberate intervention to ensure genuine affordability. Whilst the price of an
Internet connected device has been dropping in recent years, affordability of hardware and
Internet connectivity needs to be viewed in the context of an individual’s own limited and
fixed income (Isoquant 2010; Kearney 2009) especially where the digitally excluded are
compounded by multiple dimensions of disadvantage (Vinson 2007).
There is currently uncertainty whether the entry level cost for an NBN service may be too
high to accommodate many Australian households (Morsillo 2013), especially low income
households and those under financial stress. In addition, more could be done to ensure all
forms of broadband pricing structures and information is accessible and understandable in a
way that helps individuals make meaningful comparisons.

Consumer/User	
  Education	
  and	
  Protection	
  
Digital Inclusion also requires cyber safety, education and protection. It requires ensuring
people can, based on unbiased advice and information, make informed decisions about
navigating the digital world, purchasing and maintain equipment and services, and
understanding their rights. This type of information is often not included in digital literacy
training, which frequently focuses on skills rather than knowledge, but is critical in terms of
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ensuring that as people and consumers engage ever more deeply they know how to safeguard
personal information, can protect children from inappropriate content or cyber bullying, can
ensure they reduce the risk of computer viruses (Building Digital Communities 2012: 8). In
addition, more could be done to ensure pricing structures and information about technology
hardware and connection plans are accessible and understandable in a way that helps
individuals make meaningful comparisons.

Accessibility	
  
A core component of digital inclusion is also accessibility – public accessibility (as a start) in
safe and secure facilities, such as digital hubs or community centres, but also broader
accessibility so that all people regardless of income, background, ability or location, can
engage both economically and socially in the digital age. This is especially important for
people with a disability where inaccessible websites or content (especially for the visually
impaired or those with cognitive or motor control impairments) limit engagement (Building
Digital Communities 2012: 56). And whilst Disability Care (NDIS) will assist many disabled
people, all organisations should be increasingly cognisant of meeting accessibility standards.

A	
  framework	
  for	
  Digital	
  Equality	
  –	
  avoiding	
  another	
  divide	
  
The digital divide, as a concept, has certainly helped focus attention on how the spread of
information, communication technology can either foster greater equality or reinforce social
and economic stratification. In many ways the digital divide has become a mainstream issue
in economic and social development (Wynne 2007), yet our understanding of inclusion is
inhibited if we do not evolve our understanding in line with the complex ever-evolving
relationship between technology and our social structures. It is no longer a question of being
connected or disconnected (Nansen et al 2012); it is increasingly about the levels of digital
engagement and the ability to more fully participate in society (Warschauer 2004; Black
2007; Notley 2008).
The speed of technology change means that advancing digital participation involves addressing a
moving target. Most recently, mobile devices, social media and cloud technology, for example, are
changing the way people engage with the world. There are a number of significant trends impacting
not just the concept of digital inclusion today, but more importantly how it needs to be addressed in
future years to avoid an emerging digital participation gap.
We would argue that the factors which are likely to have an impact on digital inclusion include:

•

Technology change – convergence of technologies (phone, tablet, PC) and
introduction of new forms of engagement (interactive, Internet enabled television)

AUSTRALIAN JOURNAL OF TELECOMMUNICATIONS AND THE DIGITAL ECONOMY, VOLUME 1 NUMBER 1, NOVEMBER 2013
Copyright © 2013 The Author(s). http://doi.org/10.7790/ajtde.v1n1.9

9.11

and a high speed broadband network, if affordable and accessible, will change the
flavour of inclusion projects.
•

Demographics – net immigration, especially refugees and asylum seekers will
possibly require ongoing digital inclusion support;

•

Market forces – Price reductions also present opportunities for greater digital
inclusion approaches;

•

Shift to online service provision across all sectors increases urgency of digital
inclusion and presents challenges around ensuring equitable access.

Dimensions	
  of	
  Digital	
  Equality	
  
In 2013 Infoxchange sought to not only understand the core foundations of digital inclusion
but to connect those elements to the required social outcomes. This framework developed by
the Infoxchange allows those working to develop digitally included citizens a means of taking
a holistic approach to that work. The following diagram (Figure 1) provides both a high level
view of digital inclusion and acts as a framework and planning tool for both policy and
programme development.

Figure	
  1.	
  Digital	
  Inclusion	
  as	
  a	
  framework	
  	
  

So getting those currently excluded connected is of paramount importance, but the overall
challenge is expanding the effective utilisation of technology so that its benefits are more
equitably distributed throughout Australia (Freshlands 2007).

In this regard, once people
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are connected there is a range of ongoing requirements to ensure that we do not see the
emergence of a participation gap, as captured in the above diagram. These include:
Bandwidth Equality - Overcoming the inequality of bandwidth is becoming increasingly
important so that everyone has the technical means to benefit from online services as they
develop (DiMaggio 2001). This implies a certain minimum download speed and sufficient,
affordable data allowance to ensure that citizens are not excluded from services due to
technical limitations or affordability. The NBN, if genuinely affordable, will go a long way in
this regard.
Autonomy of Access (including extending home access) - Digital equality is about
ensuring greater autonomy of access and the freedom an individual has to choose how s/he
engages with the Internet, when and where. This includes understanding whether users log
on from work, from digital hubs or from their own home, whether their access is monitored
or unmonitored, during limited hours or at will (DiMaggio 2001). Not having autonomy of
access can disadvantage people in all manner of ways, including:
•

The ability to apply for jobs or take on telework opportunities, (especially important for
the disabled, carers and those in remote locations).

•

The ability of patients to find health information or securely access e-health services
(including online consultations)

•

The ability of students to learn outside of formal learning environments or outside of
business hours.

•

The ability of citizens to access government services that are increasingly only online.

Deepening Digital Engagement – continuing the development of user skills and
capability, aligned with changing technology. Digital equality implies ongoing learning; not
assuming that the problem is ‘fixed’ with a connection and basic literacy. As the number of
online activities a person engages with increases, so does the likelihood of needing more
intermediate and advanced skills. Online activities that would have once seemed advanced,
such as online banking, are increasingly being seen as basic and many are more associated
with home based access rather than through community access points. In many ways the
goal posts are moving; the basic level of digital engagement is much higher than it was a
short time ago (Helsper 2008).

With the roll out of a high speed broadband network this

division between basic, intermediate and advanced users may widen preventing some in
society from capitalising on the potential of a high speed broadband network (Helsper
2008).
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Social Support Mechanisms - facilitating and maintaining social support mechanisms is
critically important so that users have access to advice from more experienced users (ideally
trusted peers) on an ongoing basis, especially as technology continues to change on a
frequent basis. There are numerous good examples of social support mechanisms at a
national scale, such as Go On UK, Connect 2 Compete (USA) and Digital Unite and Spring
Online (UK).

Achieving	
  Digital	
  Equality	
  
The scale of the challenge around digital inclusion is a large one and responding to this
challenge requires a significant social shift for Australia. There are many good examples of
small digital inclusion activities, but to conquer the digital divide and work towards digital
equality, coordination is required to enable replication and aggregation at a greater scale.
In order to develop these responses both at a programme level but more importantly at a
policy level a key part of that shift will be for governments, corporates and the community
sector to better understand what the root and the linked causes of digital exclusion are.
The framework presented in this paper goes some way to presenting a holistic view of digital
inclusion which will allow for those policy and programme solutions to be developed and
implemented to effect. For Infoxchange this framework provides a template to ensure that all
digital inclusion projects no matter how specific in scope or small in size can be designed
with the desired social outcomes and the related digital inclusion factors in clear view.
We would argue that the work needs to be progressed on a national and cohesive scale to
address the issue of digital exclusion. This would include the requirement for an agreed
national plan with clear, measurable targets to get Australians online and demonstrably
engaged by 2020 – a 2020 Vision. Achieving ambitious goals around digital equality will not
occur (and the digital participation gap will widen) if a more targeted and holistic approach
is not undertaken and this requires consideration of more innovative public and private
sector partnerships that can improve both scale and impact. This requires leadership and
much greater coordination perhaps under a government organisation such as Australian
Communications and Media Authority (Perlgut 2011).
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