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Northumbria research included in
national report to address digital
inequality

Recommendations by academics from Northumbria University have been
included in a new report by the British Academy, exploring how to tackle the
rise of digital poverty.

Across the UK there are huge disparities in digital access, digital skills, usage,
and outcomes, illustrated by the fact that ‘among people living on household
incomes under £25,000, one in five never use the internet – rising to nearly a
third of disabled people and nearly a half of those aged 65 or over’.

https://www.ids.ac.uk/publications/digital-poverty-in-the-uk/#:~:text=Against%20the%20backdrop%20of%20the,of%20online%20connectivity%20and%20devices.


To inform policy thinking around the crucial challenge of addressing
inequality, the British Academy commissioned six projects that examined
different aspects of digital poverty in the UK.

Among them was a project led by Northumbria’s Massimo Ragnedda,
Associate Professor in Media and Communication; and Maria Laura Ruiu,
Assistant Professor in Sociology and Criminology, entitled Living on the edge
of the digital poverty.

Their research investigates the links between digital poverty and social
inequalities in England, particularly in relation to the impact of Covid-19.

They discovered the pandemic has exacerbated digital inequalities in the UK
and highlighted how millions of people in the UK are living in digital poverty,
or at risk of doing so.

Dr Ragnedda explains: “Digital poverty is accrued across the life course and
increases the risk of exclusion, particularly for the most disadvantaged and
vulnerable groups in society.

“The shift to online due to the Covid-19 pandemic has exposed massive
digital disparities in terms of reliable digital connectivity, level of digital
skills and competencies, and digital equipment needed to fully participate in
a digital society.

“The pandemic has dramatically accelerated the need to use the Internet for
everyday activities, exacerbating fragility and inequalities already present in
society and highlighting new ones.”

Dr Ruiu added: “With the advent of online learning and the increasing
number of people forced to work from home, today more than ever having a
reliable internet connection, a digital device and proper digital skills are
crucial to engaging with education, employment and the health system.

“By contrast, those who do not have these effective primary assets can
remain excluded from society, becoming “second class” citizens.

“For this reason, accessing and properly utilising ICTs can be defined as a
civil and social right, a necessity to fully participate in society.”

https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/our-staff/r/massimo-ragnedda/
https://www.northumbria.ac.uk/about-us/our-staff/r/maria-ruiu/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/4358/Living_on_the_edge_of_the_digital_poverty.pdf
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/documents/4358/Living_on_the_edge_of_the_digital_poverty.pdf


Highlights from their research has been included in the British Academy’s
new report – Understanding Digital Poverty and Inequality in the UK, which
identifies six lessons to shape policy that effectively addresses digital poverty
and inequality. They are:

1. Addressing digital poverty involves more than improving access –
interventions must empower people and places to benefit from digital access.

2. Local resources and intermediaries can be valuable assets in tackling
place-based digital poverty, and the public sector has a crucial role to play in
enabling them.

3. Strategies to tackle digital poverty are important components of broader
policies of tackling inequality.

4. Policies should consider how and why intersecting inequalities are likely to
exacerbate. digital poverty and design interventions that can benefit those
most at risk of digital poverty

5. People can move in and out of digital poverty over time.

6. Consider policy interventions that can adapt to demographic and economic
changes, through consistent and long-term investment.

The Understanding Digital Poverty and Inequality in the UK report sits alongside
and feeds into an Academy project on Technology and Inequality.

The Academy’s Technology and Inequality project was prompted by a request,
in early 2022, by Sir Patrick Vallance and the Government Office for Science
to conduct an independent project on the topic of technology and inequality.

This work seeks to improve our understanding of how government can play a
key role in supporting access to, uptake of, and investment in technologies
that can be critical to delivering broad public objectives, in a way that
ensures inequalities do not become entrenched.

A new evidence hub will collate the Academy’s Technology and Inequality

https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/publications/understanding-digital-poverty-and-inequality-in-the-uk/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/technology-and-inequality/
https://www.thebritishacademy.ac.uk/projects/technology-and-inequality/technology-and-inequality-project-evidence-hub/


work.

Dr Ragnedda and Dr Ruiu are among academics working across Northumbria
University, carrying out research into Computerised Society and Digital
Citizens, in response to the challenges faced by a society increasingly
dependent on interactive digital platforms, services, apps and devices.

Northumbria is a research-intensive modern university with a global
reputation for academic excellence. Find out more about us at
www.northumbria.ac.uk --- Please contact our Media and Communications
team at media.communications@northumbria.ac.uk with any media enquiries
or interview requests ---
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