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Abstract

This study challenges the current ‘utopian’ discourse in digital inclusion rhetoric by
providing insights into the complexity of digital inclusion initiative provision as a
multilevel phenomenon, against a backdrop of digitalisation and digital-by-default

policy.

The aim of this study is to investigate digital inclusion initiative provision in the context
of UK rural communities. Underpinned by the philosophy of critical realism, the study
employs an exploratory qualitative case study that provides a critical discussion of
digital inclusion initiative provision and a granular analysis of the dynamics, processes,
experiences, and behaviours of those involved in the phenomenon. More specifically
the study explores digital inclusion initiative provision from a multilevel perspective,
from digital inclusion stakeholders that operate nationally across the UK;
intermediaries delivering digital inclusion training and support in three specific rural
regions of the UK with populations at increased risk of digital exclusion; and individuals
who have received digital inclusion support within those three specific rural locations.

Data collection involved semi-structured interviews, focus groups, observations,
complemented by a brief document review. Activity Theory was utilised as an
analytical framework to provide guidance from data collection through to empirical
data analysis to help investigate digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel

phenomenon.

Key findings reveal digital inclusion initiative provision is a complicated process that is
fraught with challenges and contradictions, that hamper the realisation of the digital
inclusion agenda. Digital inclusion training and support is provided to individuals from
‘all walks of life’, not just the digitally excluded, and not everyone has beneficial
outcomes. Importantly, the study reveals the bridging role of human intermediation,
and the need for rural communities to be considered in UK government digital policy.

Contributions of this study include new insights into the understanding digital inclusion
initiative provision and the inherent challenges in that process, the usefulness of
Activity Theory to help unravel the complexity of digital inclusion initiatives as a
multilevel phenomenon; and recommendations for change in the provision of digital

inclusion initiatives that have implications for policy and practice.
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Introduction

Despite the increased ubiquity of digital technologies in almost every aspect of our
lives, the use of such technologies remains unequal and problematic. Importantly, sub-
groups of society face digital exclusion due to their inability to access, operate, and
use digital tools and technologies in a meaningful way (Hosman and Comisso, 2020).
In addition, rurality continues to play a part in digital exclusion where fural areas are
increasingly found on the wrong end of the digital divide’ (Salemink et al., 2017, p.361),
in both developing and developed countries (Mubarak et al., 2020), due to the
variability in access to and distribution of technological infrastructure, and barriers to
digital inclusion (McGillivray et al., 2017; Philip and Williams, 2019).

Thompson (2016) states that ‘full and democratic participation in the information
society depends upon digital inclusion, which must extend even to the most
disadvantaged segments of society’ (p.38). But what is digital inclusion? Digital
inclusion in general terms is described in policy and academic literature in relation to
the equality of access to digital technologies and the Internet and associated benefits.
While definitions vary, core elements often used to define what it means to be digitally
included are: access, sKkills, motivation, participation and trust. For example, Helsper
(2014) defines digital inclusion as ‘an individual's effective and sustainable
engagement with ICTs in ways that allow full participation in society in terms of

economic, social, cultural, civic and personal well-being’ (p.7).

The UK government refers to digital inclusion as the activities necessary to ensure
that all individuals and communities, including the most disadvantaged, have the right
access, motivation, skills and trust to navigate confidently online and access
opportunities on the Internet (Government Digital Service, 2014). Whereas Thompson
et al. (2014) defines digital inclusion as ‘outreach as a means to empower underserved
and marginalised populations’ (p.9). What links all of these definitions is the
understanding that there is a growing body of empirical and theoretical research in
digital inclusion without coming to a common definition’ (Ragnedda and Mutsvairo,
2018, pviii).
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But why does digital inclusion matter? As alluded to above, digital inclusion is
important for helping people access information online, staying in touch with family
and friends, learn new things and access entertainment. But digital inclusion goes
deeper than that. It has a strong social aspect. It is important for social equality (often
otherwise referred to as social inclusion) and to ensure equal access to the benefits
offered by digital technology and the Internet (Mervyn et al., 2014; Williams, 2016;
Diaz Andrade and Doolin, 2016).

The issue of digital inclusion has long preoccupied policymakers, governments,
technology providers and civil society organisations, as evidenced through their
involvement in initiatives designed to enhance digital inclusion through technological
infrastructure, digital literacy training and support. Such digital inclusion initiatives are
designed to address digital inequalities (Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012; Al-Muwil
et al., 2019; Yates, et al., 2015b), and are critical to bridging the digital divide in local
communities (Mervyn et al., 2014).

However, scholars argue digital inclusion policies continue to struggle to address
significant inequality issues, due to the incorporation of narrowly conceived, short-
term, technology-centric solutions (Marién and Prodnik, 2014; Diaz Andrade and
Techatassanasoontorn, 2021). Furthermore, scholars identify the multiple factors
which contribute to digital exclusion are complex, making the task of implementing
workable digital inclusion solutions particularly challenging for policy makers (Jaeger
et al., 2012; Bach et al., 2013; Ragnedda, 2018). Importantly, scholars highlight how
the introduction of digital-by-default policies in developed countries has brought a
significant layer of complication to the digital inclusion realm, as individuals struggle to
access online services previously available face-to-face (Mervyn et al., 2014; Marién
and Prodnik, 2014; Al-muwil et al., 2019).

1.2 Digital inclusion in the UK and UK rural context

Digital inclusion remains a priority for the UK Government, yet despite many national
campaigns and initiatives to reduce this inequality, a segment of society remains not
engaged with digital technology. At a national level 15.2 million UK adults are either
non-users, or limited users of the internet (Good Things Foundation and Yates, 2017);

and eight out of ten people in rural areas in the UK do not have access to 4G mobile
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coverage (Ofcom, 2017). However, it is problematic to assume that being
geographically rural or remote constitutes being at greater risk of digital exclusion than
in urban areas. The picture is far more complex, as variations in internet use are not
only the result of available digital infrastructure; they are also influenced by
demographic factors such as age, education and occupation. Digital exclusion
therefore is a problem for both rural and urban populations, particularly those residing
in locations at increased risk of multiple deprivation.

From a UK policy point of view, ‘digital inclusion is about having the right access, skills,
motivation and trust to confidently go online’ (Government Digital Strategy, 2014, n.p).
The UK Government Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office, 2013) sets out how government
and partners from the public, private and voluntary sectors should come together,
through a multilevel effort, to increase digital inclusion, and develop ideas for national
initiatives, to help people become capable of using and benefiting from the Internet.

To put this into action the UK Digital Inclusion Charter (2014 ) outlines a set of activities
to which government and Digital Inclusion Charter signatories are committed. Such
activities include using a common definition of essential digital skills and capabilities,
and supporting cross-sector, national partnership programmes. The updated UK
Government Digital Strategy (2017) has introduced the concept of Local Digital Skills
Partnerships (Local DSPs) with the aim of bringing together businesses, charities and
public sector organisations to tackle local digital skills challenges.

To support national digital inclusion strategies, district councils, and local authorities
at local government level are including digital inclusion in their strategies to support
their digital objectives (Firmstone and Coleman, 2015). Community organisations are
also providing support developing and maintaining digital skills across the UK. For
example, the Online Centres network are working in partnership with the Department
for Education (DfE) to offer community-based assistance to the digitally and socially
excluded through the Future Digital Inclusion programme (Richardson, 2018).
Partnerships with the private sector (such as banks and telecommunication
organisations) have also been established to tackle the barriers to digital inclusion,
such as providing funding to create courses to build people’s digital literacy
(Richardson, 2018; Gann, 2019).
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However, UK rurality continues to be a barrier to accessing digital public services and
thus a concern for UK policymakers (Ofcom, 2018). For example, twelve per cent of
rural premises struggle to access a decent broadband service, compared to only one
per cent of urban premises (Ofcom, 2018). Indeed, research shows that the UK’s
internet use is stratified geographically, with regional differences as well as a well-
documented urban—rural divide (Grant et al., 2018). For example, according to the
Lloyds Bank UK Consumer Digital Index 2020, London and the South-East have the
highest percentage (86%) of digital engagement of all the UK regions, whereas Wales,
Scotland and the North-East of England have the lowest. Furthermore, the Oxford
Internet Survey (OxIS) in 2019 found that people living in cities are more likely to be
‘next- generation users’ (those with multiple devices), compared to those living in rural
households (Grant et al., 2020). In an effort to combat this digital divide, during the
2019 Conservative leadership race, Prime Minister Boris Johnson pledged that every
home will have access to full fibre broadband by 2025. However as evidenced in the
literature, while access to good quality broadband is enough for some people to be
digitally included, for others their journey to digital inclusion is more complex, or
impossible due to their personal circumstances and demographics.

Scholars argue that the problem of digital exclusion in the UK has still not been
adequately resolved and worry that pushing on with ambitious UK digital policy
agendas, such as digital-by-default, will exacerbate existing inequality of access to
digital services (Mervyn et al., 2014; Marién and Prodnik, 2014; Al-muwil et al., 2019).
Indeed, Hepburn (2018), argues that this failure to address digital exclusion appears
symptomatic of both central and local government’s abiding inability to successfully
implement much of its digital policy agenda. This issue appears most apparent
following the introduction of Universal Credit (GOV.UK, 2013), a scheme that replaces
a range of other existing benefits - where claimants have to apply for their benefits
online. Closure of banks, where customers are increasingly encouraged to bank
online, has also amplified this situation (Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn,
2021), as has the movement towards online health services through the UK’s NHS
digital strategy (Gann, 2019). This makes the understanding of digital inclusion
initiatives ever more urgent, as those who cannot get online might struggle to claim

benefits, conduct online financial transaction or access health services.
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1.3 Research problem

The above discussion highlights the need for the provision of digital inclusion
initiatives, that reaches out and engages with those in need of digital inclusion support.
Yet a critical discussion and analysis on how provision of digital inclusion initiatives is
tackled and how stakeholders translate digital inclusion policy remains amiss in the
literature (Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020). Indeed, it is difficult to have a clear picture
of the outcomes and social consequences of digital inclusion initiatives without a
critical discussion of the processes involved, and many questions remain unanswered:
What are the drivers behind digital inclusion initiatives; how are digital inclusion
initiatives approached and delivered; what are the experiences of those who have
received digital inclusion training or support through digital inclusion initiatives; what
are the inherent challenges in that process, particularly in the context of UK rural
communities; why do some digital inclusion initiatives fail; and how can digital-by-
default be balanced with digital inclusion in the UK? The understanding of the provision
of digital inclusion initiatives, specifically in regard to their implementation, associated
challenges, and social and cultural context, appears scarce. Therefore, in light of the
existing literature and persistent challenges of digital inequality, there is a need for
research on the provision of digital inclusion initiatives, particularly within the context

of UK rural communities at risk of digital exclusion as further outlined below:

1.3.1 Research on digital inclusion initiatives

The literature confirms the multiple factors which contribute to individuals and
communities being digital marginalised, makes the task of implementing workable
digital inclusion initiatives challenging (Bach et al., 2013). In some instances, this has
led to failed digital inclusion initiatives (Davies et al., 2017; Madon et al., 2009). Yet
scholars highlight the provision of digital inclusion initiatives is critical to reducing
digital inequalities in local communities (Mervyn et al., 2014; Wagg et al., 2020;
Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020), and is often put forward as the solution to the digital
divide in policy and scholarly rhetoric.

Descriptions of digital inclusion initiatives in the literature are broadly split between
supply-side initiatives related to the supply of digital telecommunication infrastructure
that provides mobile and broadband access and connectivity (Salemink and Strijker,

2018); or demand-side initiatives that encourage the provision of digital skills training
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and support through human intermediation (McGillivray et al., 2017; Manlove and
Whitacre, 2019; McMahon, 2020; Wagg et al., 2020).

From assessing the literature, it is clear that supply-side initiatives dominate research.
Scholars highlight the scarcity of research in relation to demand-side digital inclusion
initiatives, particularly in relation to the different approaches taken to implement digital
inclusion initiatives that address digital inequalities (Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020),
the role digital inclusion intermediaries play within digital inclusion initiatives in
providing digital inclusion support (Sorrentino and Niehaves, 2010; Mervyn et al.,
2017), and whether digital inclusion initiatives achieve their intended impact (Wagg et
al., 2020; Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020). Indeed, scholars emphasise how limited
scope and robustness of empirical research related to digital inclusion initiatives
‘restricts policy-makers ability to devise and implement social strategies and activities’
(Mervyn et al., 2014, p.1100). It can therefore be concluded that research on demand-
side digital inclusion initiatives is scarce and provides an opportunity for research. To
be clear it is demand-side digital inclusion initiatives that is the focus of this study,

referred to as digital inclusion initiative provision moving forward in the study.

1.3.2 Digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon

Scholars argue digital inclusion is a multilevel phenomenon that needs to be tackled
through a multilevel effort that includes the intervention of governments, policy and
intermediary organisations to solve the digital divide (Marién et al., 2012; Thompson,
2016; Lopez et al., 2018; Mubarak et al., 2020; Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020).
Indeed, from the literature, it can be ascertained that digital inclusion initiative provision
is carried out through a plethora of organisations and institutions that operate at
international, national, country and policy level, through to organisations that operate
at regional, local and community-level (Ragnedda, 2018; Mubarak et al., 2020;
Robinson, et al., 2020a).

In addition, it can be ascertained from the literature that a number of these
organisations operate as intermediaries that reach out, engage, and deliver digital
inclusion activities for individuals that require digital inclusion training and support
(Marién and Van Audenhove (2012). It can therefore be determined that digital

inclusion initiative provision constitutes a multilevel phenomenon where the
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involvement of stakeholders operate at multiple levels in an effort to reduce the digital
divide and provide digital inclusion solutions. Yet the literature reveals that existing
research on digital inclusion tends to be more focused on the experiences of
individuals or what could be constituted at individual or micro-level (Garrido et al.,
2012; Lopez et al., 2018; Helsper, 2019), with less emphasis on policy, institutional or
organisational level of digital inclusion (Marién, 2016). Furthermore, the literature
reveals that research is often undertaken in the form of a single-level analysis (Garrido
et al., 2012) that paints an incomplete picture of the mechanisms that influence digital

inclusion.

Scholars argue that a more comprehensive view of digital inclusion is required to
understand the issues that ‘hamper the realisation of sustainable digital inclusion’
(Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012, p.6). Nearly a decade later this call to research is
ever more urgent as scholars highlight the need to challenge the current status quo
dominated in ‘policy and scholarly discourses on digital inclusion and the
stigmatisation of Internet non-users’ (Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn, 2021,
p.185).

This study argues one way to achieve a more thorough understanding of digital
inclusion is to provide a critical discussion on digital inclusion initiative provision as a
multilevel phenomenon that provides a granular analysis of the dynamics, processes,
experiences, and behaviours of those involved in the phenomenon. More specifically,
this study argues there is demand for multilevel research (Kim and Love, 2014, Molina-
Azorin et al., 2019) that overcomes some of the limitations of single level research,
where key phenomena may be explored incorporating a multilevel point of view that
integrates the perspectives of digital inclusion stakeholders that operate at different
levels to gain an in depth understanding of the provision of digital inclusion initiatives
in context (Garrido et al., 2012; Marién, 2016; lordache, et al., 2017). Indeed, the
researcher believes it is only by asking, observing, and listening to stakeholders
implementing and delivering digital inclusion initiatives provision, together with those
individuals in need of digital inclusion support, can a more holistic, granulated view be
obtained and reviewed, that considers policy, delivery challenges, social and cultural
issues, and local contexts in digital inclusion initiative provision. This study therefore
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moves away from the individual level perspective of digital inclusion research by taking
a multilevel approach.

1.3.3 Research on digital inclusion initiative provision within context of UK rural
communities

The last few years have seen a significant bolstering of the UK national digital inclusion
agenda; particularly, following the release of the UK 2014 Government Digital Strategy
and progression of the UK Government’s Digital-by-Default agenda (replacement of
services delivered through face-to-face, telephone and paper-based interactions, with
online services). This has resulted in the development and implementation of digital
inclusion initiatives to help individuals overcome digital exclusion and marginalisation
(Williams et al., 2016; Ragnedda, 2018; Hosman and Comisso, 2020). However,
despite this activity, scholars maintain rurality continues to play a role in digital
exclusion, limiting digital participation and access to online services (Salemink et al.,
2017; Townsend et al., 2013; Farringdon, 2015), and threatening the social and

economic health of rural areas (Philip, et al. 2017).

While acknowledging digital exclusion is an issue for both urban and rural locations,
there is a growing body of literature in relation to the rural digital divide and rural
broadband initiatives in the UK (Philip, et al., 2017; Philip and Williams, 2019; Cowie
et al., 2020), which debate how rural areas continue to suffer from the uneven
distribution of digital and technological infrastructure through market-driven
approaches, leaving rural communities unable to exploit the full potential of the Internet
and digital technology (Philip, et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2017a). Indeed, scholars
argue this issue is further exacerbated by policy programs and digital inclusion
initiatives which ignore the rural socioeconomic and geographical contexts, resulting
in generic initiatives with limited effects on the adoption and use of ICTs by the most
vulnerable groups in rural and remote areas (Salemink, 2016; Philip and Williams,
2019).

However, while there is research on rural digital inclusion initiatives that focus on
digital connectivity and the availability of broadband (Cowie et al., 2020), there is
relatively little research that focuses on the intricacies of the implementation and
delivery of (demand-side) digital inclusion initiative provision targeted at those living in

UK rural communities at risk of digital exclusion. Exceptions include studies by
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Huggins and Izushi (2002) and Faulkner and Kleif (2005) which while pre-mobile and
broadband connectivity and pre-digital-by-default, highlight issues that are just as
relevant today for UK rural communities. Against a backdrop of increasing
digitalisation and digital-by-default online services, this appears to be an issue that
has been largely overlooked in the literature and is an opportunity for further research.
To be clear the focus of this study is on UK rural communities that have been targeted
for digital inclusion initiative provision, where the likelihood of deprivation and digital
exclusion are greatest. Therefore, when referring to UK rural communities in this thesis
moving forward, this relates to rural communities particularly as risk of digital exclusion

opposed to ‘leafy’ more affluent rural locations.

1.3.3 Digital inclusion initiative provision through a theoretical lens

Selection of an appropriate theory to underpin a study is critical, primarily because it
provides guidance from the data collection through to empirical data analysis, and
helps deepen and enhance understanding of a phenomenon. Yet a lack of literature
exists that specifically explores digital inclusion initiatives through a theoretical lens
(Al-Muwil et al., 2019; Wagg et al., 2020). Notable exceptions include the work of
Madon et al. (2009), Teles and Joia (2011), Mervyn et al. (2014), Correa and Pavaz
(2016), and Aires et al. (2018) who have drawn upon contemporary social theory such
as Actor Network Theory, Structuration Theory, Institutional Theory, and Activity
Theory. However, these are the exceptions rather than the norm. The use of an
underpinning theory as an analytical framework in this study has the potential to make
significant contributions to digital inclusion research. However, selection of an

appropriate theory can be difficult (see chapter 3 for a description of this process).

The multilevel involvement of stakeholders in digital inclusion initiative provision invites
the researcher to consider a suitable theory that can transcend a single level of
analysis and that considers the context of the phenomenon of interest. Activity Theory
(AT) is deemed appropriate in which to analyse the multilevel phenomenon of digital
inclusion initiative provision as it offers a visual model (unlike other theories) that
enables a holistic analysis of the multilevel phenomena influencing the activity
process, and develops a ‘nuanced understanding of the relationship between ICT
artifacts and purposeful individuals taking into account the environment, culture,

motivations, and complexity of real-life settings’ (Vassilakopoulou and Hustad, 2021,
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p.11). The advantages of AT are that it supports analysis of the dialectic interactions
between people and the ways technologies shape and are shaped through the social
and contextual activities in which people develop their skills, personalities and
consciousness (Sannino, Daniels, and Gutierrez, 2009; Allen el al., 2013). More
importantly AT introduces the notion of contradictions which offers significant insights
on change and development within an activity, a concept largely ‘unavailable’ in other
theoretical approaches (Karanasios and Allen, 2013, p.301). The use of AT as an
underpinning theory for this study therefore offers the opportunity to explore digital
inclusion initiative provision through a theoretical lens, and answer calls from scholars
for the need to use a theoretical lens in digital inclusion/digital divide research (Al-
Muwil et al., 2019; Wagg et al., 2020; Vassilakopoulou and Hustad, 2021).

1.4 Research Aims and Objectives
Considering the research problem outlined above, the overall aim of this PhD study is
to investigate the provision of digital inclusion initiatives in the context of UK rural

communities from a multilevel perspective.

In order to achieve this aim, the research has been divided into five specific objectives
considered from national, intermediary, and individual-level perspectives:

1. To explore how digital inclusion initiatives are approached, driven and delivered
in UK rural communities;

2. To explore the role digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in reaching
and engaging with UK rural communities in need of digital inclusion training and
support;

3. To investigate the experiences of people living in UK rural communities, who
receive digital inclusion training and support;

4. To investigate the essential components of digital inclusion initiative provision
in the context of UK rural communities;

5. To use Activity Theory to explore digital inclusion initiative provision as a

multilevel phenomenon through a theoretical lens.

1.4.1 Key research questions

The key questions investigated in this study are:
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1. How are digital inclusion initiatives approached, driven and delivered in UK rural
communities?

2. What role do digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in the delivery of
digital inclusion initiative training and support in UK rural communities?

3. What is the experience of people living in UK rural communities who receive
digital inclusion initiative training and support?

These questions are considered from a multilevel perspective, or more specifically

from national, intermediary and individual-level perspectives.

1.5 Research design

Underpinned by the philosophy of critical realism, this study employs an exploratory
qualitative case study to investigate digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel
phenomenon in the context of UK rural communities, through the perspectives of
digital inclusion stakeholders that operate nationally; intermediary stakeholders
operating in one of three specific rural regions of the UK with populations at increased
risk of digital exclusion; and individual stakeholders residing in one of those rural
locations that struggle with access and use of digital technologies and require digital

inclusion training and support.

The thesis begins with a critical review of the literature. The aim of the literature review
is to examine prior studies investigating digital inclusion and digital inclusion initiative
provision in other contexts, revealing debates around the concepts of digital inclusion,
digital divide, and issues that influence and challenge the digital inclusion process.
The most prominent factors evident from the literature are: conceptual definitions for
digital inclusion, barriers to digital inclusion, supply-side and demand-side digital
inclusion initiatives, approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision, multilevel
involvement of stakeholders, digital training and support, intermediaries, and the rural
digital divide.

A multilevel framework is devised to enable a multilevel perspective of digital inclusion
initiative provision in UK rural communities across three levels of stakeholders
(national, intermediary, and individual). Existing theories are reviewed for their
suitability to explore digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon, a

topic currently under-theorised in the literature. Such theories include Actor network
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theory, Structuration theory, Institutional theory and Activity theory. Activity theory has
been adopted as the most appropriate underpinning theoretical framework for this
study, specifically third-generation activity theory (Engestrém, 2001).

Data collection for this study is carried out (pre-COVID-19) in two phases. The first
phase has involved a set of semi-structured interviews with stakeholders who can
provide a national perspective of digital inclusion initiative provision in the UK. A
second phase of data collection has involved semi-structured interviews, observations
and focus groups with intermediary stakeholders operating in one of three specific
rural regions of the UK with populations at increased risk of digital exclusion; and
individual stakeholders residing in one of those rural locations who have struggled with
access and use of digital technologies and received digital inclusion training and
support. As mentioned earlier, it is important to note that the sample focus is not on
rural communities in general such as ‘leafy Surrey’ but on deprived rural areas where
the likelihood of digital exclusion is greater and targeted for digital inclusion initiative
provision. Data collection for this study is complemented by a review of UK digital

inclusion policy and digital inclusion training materials.

Data analysis is theory driven guided by AT. Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke,
2006) is also employed to allow the data to ‘speak’. The philosophy of critical realism
underpinning this study, together with the use of the multilevel framework combined
with AT and its concept of contradictions, is usefully applied to this study to enable a
critical analyse of the data gathered to reveal key challenges that hamper the delivery
of digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities. The findings are
discussed in relation to the existing literature, and essential considerations and
recommendations for future digital inclusion initiative solutions are offered. An

illustration of the research design for this study is presented below in Table 1.

Research gap Research Problem

(chapter 1 & 2) Literature review

Research Philosophy Critical realism
(chapter 4)

Theoretical lens Activity Theory
(chapter 3)

Research Strategy Exploratory qualitative case study
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(chapter 4) Multilevel framework, Activity Theory, Critical realism

Data collection Semi-structured interviews - (national, intermediary, Individual level)

(chapter 4) Focus groups - (intermediary, Individual level)
Observation - (intermediary, Individual level)

Document review

Analysis Activity Theory and Thematic Analysis
Findings at National, intermediary, individual, multilevel

Discussion Discussion of the significant findings in light of previous published

Conclusion Implications and contributions of study
Recommendations
Table 1 Study research design
1.6 Motivation for study
The motivation for this investigation stems from the researcher’s interest in digital
inclusion initiatives following her work as a researcher for a national digital inclusion
organisation within the UK where she undertook research and evaluation of UK digital
inclusion initiatives. This experience highlighted many positive outcomes for
recipients of digital inclusion initiative provision but also many complexities, due to the
multiple factors which contribute to digital exclusion and digitally marginalised
communities. However, during this experience, the researcher became aware of what
can be described as the ‘utopian’ discourse in digital inclusion agenda, and over-
emphasis of the benefits of digital inclusion, and a relative lack of consideration for UK
rural communities with populations at risk of digital exclusion within the UK digital
inclusion landscape. It therefore became apparent to the researcher that a more
rigorous investigation of digital inclusion initiative provision was warranted particularly
in relation to UK rural communities, with a particular focus on populations residing in
rural locations at increased risk of multiple deprivation and likely digital exclusion who
require digital inclusion training and support. A review of the literature supports the

researcher’s view and motivation for this study.

1.7 Significance of study

This study is significant in its theoretical granularity, and identification of digital
inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon. Providing new insights into
digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities, this study identifies

multiple levels of stakeholder involvement, granular behaviours and sophisticated
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dynamics in digital inclusion practice, and provides much needed criticality and
granularity to the field of digital inclusion research.

This study is important theoretically as it investigates an underexplored area identified
in academic literature. It is also important for the practice of digital inclusion initiative
provision, specifically stakeholders who work, provide funding, and design initiatives
in the context of UK digital strategy and national and regional digital inclusion policy,
(national level); intermediary practitioners who deliver digital inclusion training and
support; and ‘established’ intermediary organisations (e.g. housing associations,
advice centres, public libraries etc.) who are developing digital inclusion strategies to
support their clients.

Theoretically this study challenges the current ‘utopian’ discourse advocated by policy
makers and some digital inclusion stakeholders, that digital inclusion initiative
provision is a simple solution to digital exclusion. Indeed, following a critical discussion
of current drivers, approaches and delivery strategies in digital inclusion initiative
provision, and insights from those delivering and receiving digital training and support,
this study revealed a complicated process that is fraught with challenges and

contradictions, that hamper the realisation of the digital inclusion agenda.

Another important aspect of this study is the use and role of Activity Theory as an
underpinning theory that provided guidance from data collection through to empirical
data analysis to help investigate digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel
phenomenon. The application of AT, strengthened ontologically by critical realism,
enabled a thorough, critical investigation that revealed many contradictions and
mechanisms that influenced the digital inclusion process, and crucial behaviours of

those delivering and receiving digital inclusion training and support.

The results from the findings enhance our understanding of digital inclusion initiative
provision by confirming some existing relationships, challenging others and opening

fruitful avenues for future research.

A brief synopsis of the contributions this study provides to theory and practice of digital

inclusion initiative provision:
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1. Developing a granular study that identifies digital inclusion initiative provision
as a multilevel phenomenon, multiple levels of stakeholder involvement, and
granularity in behaviours and sophisticated dynamics in digital inclusion
practice;

2. Categorising approaches to demand-side digital inclusion initiative provision;

3. Evidencing essential role of human intermediation and granularity of
involvement articulated through the development of typologies of
intermediaries;

4. Introducing the new concept of the ‘super intermediary’ and their boundary
spanning, knowledge sharing, collaborative behaviours;

5. Developing the ‘four C'’s attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support’ model,
to evidence the experience of recipients of digital inclusion training and support;

6. Applying a multilevel framework supported through the use of AT - an approach
unique to digital inclusion research;

7. Utilising AT as an underpinning theory as a theoretical framework for the study;

8. Extending AT to consider the ‘granularity of the subject’;

1.8 Thesis Structure

This thesis comprises of seven chapters. The current Chapter 1 presents the
background to the study; the UK context; the problem statement; the research aim,
questions and objectives; as well as the study design; study motivation, and the

significance of the study. The remainder of the thesis is organised as follows:

Chapter 2 reviews the literature in relation to digital inclusion, digital inclusion
initiatives, and more specifically in relation to rurality and the context of UK rural

communities.

Chapter 3 reviews existing theories and assesses Activity Theory for its
appropriateness for the purposes of this study and its use as an analytical framework.

Chapter 4 discusses and justifies the research design and methodology used to
undertake this study and outlines the research philosophy of critical realism

underpinning the study, research strategy, and the approach to data analysis.
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Chapter 5 presents the findings of this study at national, intermediary, and individual-
level and then at multilevel. Through the lens of AT findings are described through the
interacting elements of each activity system, where primary and secondary

contradictions are revealed.

Chapter 6 provides a discussion of the findings identified in chapter 5 in relation to
existing literature, how these findings challenge current thinking in digital inclusion
research and contribute to the further understanding and expanding of this research

topic.

Chapter 7 concludes the thesis by drawing together the findings and discussion to
summarise the research in relation to the research aims and objectives. Contributions
of the study are outlined, divided into contribution to knowledge, theory and methods.
Essential considerations and recommendations for digital inclusion initiative solutions
are offered, together with a retrospect of the limitations of the study and future
research opportunities.

1.9 Chapter summary

This chapter outlined the existing gaps in the literature and the research problem with
regards to the implementation and delivery of digital inclusion initiatives, specifically in
rural communities in the UK context. The research aim, objectives and research
questions of this study are defined together with a brief description of the
methodological approach applied in the study. The chapter concludes by outlining the
motivation and significance of the study.

The following chapter reviews the literature in relation to digital inclusion, digital
inclusion initiatives, and more specifically in relation to rurality and the context of UK

rural communities.
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Chapter 2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
The focus of this chapter will be to explore the literature relating to digital inclusion
initiatives that provide digital inclusion support for individuals and communities,

particularly those living in rural communities.

The review begins by exploring and problematising the concept of digital inclusion,
providing an overview of the multifaceted nature of digital inclusion and the
experiences of those in need of digital inclusion support.

The review then explores digital inclusion initiative provision, by providing digital
inclusion initiatives in various contexts, revealing the drivers, differentiation of digital
inclusion initiatives, and the multilevel involvement of stakeholders. Approaches to
digital inclusion initiatives to reach, engage and upskill individuals with digital skills and
digital technology are also revealed together with essential factors and components

required to implement and deliver digital inclusion initiatives.

The review then moves on to explore the literature in relation to intermediary
organisations and actors involved in the delivery of digital inclusion initiatives, and an
overview of digital skills training and support as part of that process.

Finally, the literature review looks at digital inclusion initiatives and rurality and then
more specifically digital inclusion initiatives in the context of UK rural communities.

This is followed by a critical overview of the digital inclusion landscape.

2.2 Origins of Digital Inclusion research

The origins of digital inclusion research can be argued to have emerged from research
on the ‘digital divide’ which continues to exert an influence on research, literature and
the policy agenda regarding Internet access.

A substantial body of scholarship exists on the ‘digital divide’ which traditionally
focused on the binary issue of whether individuals had or did not have access to the
Internet and Information Communication Technology (ICT) (Campos-Castillo, 2015;
van Deursen and van Dijk, 2019), sometimes referred to in the literature as the first-

level digital divide, and the ‘haves’ and ‘have-nots’ of ICTs (Norris, 2001; Mubarak,
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2015; Marién and Prodnik, 2014). As Internet connection rates increased, research
moved to what is commonly referred to as the second-level digital divide which looked
at literacies, skills and usage (Hargittai, 2002; DiMaggio et al., 2004; Thompson,
2016).

However, it is important to emphasise here that the study of the ‘digital divide’ stems
from earlier debates on social inequality in the ‘information society’, and the
identification of ‘information haves’ and ‘information have-nots’ as access to
technology and telecommunication networks widened the gap between ‘information
rich’ and ‘information poor’ citizens (Chatman, 1996; Norris, 2001). Scholars have
debated at length how it is possible to be excluded from access to sources of
information as a result of barriers to education, culture, language, politics, but also
technology (Marcella and Chowdhury, 2020). It can therefore be argued that the origin
of digital inclusion research has emerged not only as a manifestation from digital
divides scholarship, but also from the longer tradition of scholarship of information
divides (Yu, 2006) that focuses on information poverty and the information poor
(Chatman, 1996; Britz, 2004; Yu, 2006; Yu et al., 2016; Marcella and Chowdhury,
2020), and the information behaviour of disadvantaged groups (Jaeger et al., 2014;
Thompson, 2016; Borkert, at al., 2018).

Digital inclusion research therefore extends the notion of the ‘digital divide’ away from
the singular access-only view to one that acknowledges the experiences and ‘complex
reality of various people’s differing access and usage of digital technology’
(Warschauer, 2003, p.44). As such, digital inclusion literature, whilst acknowledging
research on digital divides (van Dijk, 2005; Warschauer, 2004; Norris, 2001), seeks a
nuanced understanding on how people use and do not use ICTs (Pearce and Rice,
2013; van Deursen et al., 2015a), seek information online (Potnis, 2015; Thompson,
2016), and how people use technology in limited ways (Yates, et al., 2020) rather than
purely on whether they have physical access. Furthermore, according to Rashid
(2016), digital inclusion focuses not just on levels of access to ICTs, but also on factors
such as motivation, knowledge, and skills that enable individuals to have the ability to

engage with technology and online information.

Indeed, digital inclusion research is increasingly being supplemented and linked to

research on digital inequalities (DiMaggio et al., 2004; Hargittai and Hinnant, 2008;
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Yates et al., 2015b; Helsper, 2017; Robinson et al., 2020b), information inequalities
(Yu, 2006) and information poverty (Haider and Bawden, 2007; McKeown, 2016;
Marcella and Chowdhury, 2020). As a result, digital inclusion literature has come to
recognise the high degree of correlation between digital inequalities and social
exclusion (Mervyn et al., 2014; Helsper, 2008); and the strong link between
socioeconomic exclusion and digital exclusion (Clayton and Macdonald, 2013;
Borkert, Fisher, and Yafi 2018; Buchanan et al., 2018). Indeed, the social emphasis in
digital inclusion has led to ongoing scholarly debate of the correlation between digital
inclusion and social inclusion (Meryvn et al., 2014; Taylor and Packham, 2016), and
challenges whether the former (digital inclusion) leads to the latter (social inclusion),
arguing that some communities while not digitally included, were not materially
deprived (Clayton and Macdonald, 2013; Buré, 2006).

Other literature on digital inclusion highlights how research on the ‘third-level digital
divide’ has gained attention focussing on the benefits of Internet use and tangible
outcomes, (Scheerder et al., 2017; Robinson et al, 2015; Van Deursen & Helsper,
2015; Van Dijk, 2017; Van Laar, Van Dijk & de Haan, 2017), but also new divides and
negative consequences (Vartanova and Gladkova, 2019). For example, scholars such
as Ragnedda (2017) highlight the possibilities offered by the Internet in economic,
political, social and cultural areas are not exploited by citizens in the same way, where
those already enjoying social advantages can use the Internet to become further
privileged, opposed to those who use the Internet and technologies in a limited way.
For example, van Deursen et al. (2015a) found that online activities with ‘productive’
outcomes (e.g. using search systems, finding online courses and training,
independent learning) are favoured by those with higher levels of education and with
higher incomes. In contrast, analysis of data collected from Scottish CAB clientele
revealed that users who are least proficient in digital skills are also the least likely to
take advantage of training opportunities (Beattie-Smith, 2013). Certainly, what is
apparent from the literature is that the concept of digital inclusion is evolving and
requires further explanation.

Yates et al. (2020) draw attention to an emerging fourth dimension to the digital
inclusion debate that considers that digital inequalities have to be understood in
correspondence with other fields’ of social, cultural and economic inequality. Referring
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to the work of Helsper (2012) the scholars highlight how digital inclusion policy and
research has historically focussed on non-users of technology, rather than also limited
and narrow users, stating that ‘ignoring such groups may miss people who are
nominally deemed online but nevertheless need attention and a different policy
approach’ (p.2).

2.3 Definitions and conceptual factors of digital inclusion
The issue of digital inclusion has long preoccupied governments, technology providers
and civil society organisations, generating on-going discussion and debate about its

meaning and policy implications (Ragnedda and Mutsvairo, 2018).

Definitions of digital inclusion abound, but in general terms is often described through
permutations of access, skills and literacies, participation and empowerment. For
example, Thompson et al. (2014) defines digital inclusion as ‘outreach as a means to
empower underserved and marginalized populations’ (p. 9). Hache and Cullen (2009)
argue that digital inclusion is the process of democratisation of access to ICTs in order
to allow for the inclusion of marginalised groups in society.

Broadly speaking, digital inclusion refers to the activities necessary to ensure that all
individuals and communities, including the most disadvantaged, have equal
opportunities, the right access, motivation, appropriate skills and trust to navigate
confidently online and access opportunities with technology and on the Internet
(Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2017; ITU, 2019). Digital inclusion
activities essentially include (but are not limited to) five key elements: 1) affordable,
and good quality broadband and mobile access, 2) Internet-enabled devices, 3) quality
technical support, 4) accessible applications and online content designed to enable
and encourage self-sufficiency, participation, and collaboration, and 5) access to
digital skills training and support (NDIA, 2017; Park et al., 2019; Al-Muwil et al., 2019,
Fang et al., 2019).

However, the concept of digital inclusion suffers from conceptual inconsistencies and
dichotomies that lead to ambiguities in understanding why and what it takes for
individuals to be included in the information society (Nemer, 2015; Jaeger et al., 2012),
resulting in the development of a number of digital inclusion frameworks as illustrated
in Table 2.
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For example, according to Bradbrook and Fisher (2004) digital inclusion should be
conceptualised around issues of: content (information), connectivity (access),
confidence (self-efficacy - a belief in one’s ability to succeed), capability (skill), and
continuity (of usage). Helsper (2008) argues that issues of, digital access, motivation,
skills, and extent of engagement with technologies need to be considered; whereas
Thomas et al. (2016) emphasise access to appropriate technology, affordability of
internet services, and the ability to apply digital technology in work and life in their

digital inclusion index.

Other notable frameworks discussed in the literature which conceptualise technology
access in relation to digital inclusion are van Djik's model which emphasises
motivational access, material access, skills access, and usage access; and Roberts
and Hernandez (2019) 5 A’s of technology access framework which highlights the

need to consider availability, affordability, awareness, ability, and agency.

Models Description References
‘5 Cs’ of Referred to as the ladder model, this framework identifies five criteria | Bradbrook
digital that influence digital inclusion: and Fisher
inclusion Connectivity (access) (2004)
Capability (skills)
Content
Confidence (self-efficacy)
Continuity
A cumulative | This model conceptualises access that comprises four barriers: van Dijik
and (1999,
recursive Motivational Access: limited take up of ICT, lack of interest and 2005)
model of negative attitude.
successive Material Access: Lack of actual ICT material
kinds of Skills Access: Lack of digital skills, low user friendliness of ICT, lack
access to of education & social support networks
digital Usage Access: Lack of usage opportunities & the uneven spread of
technologies | this opportunities across societies
Framework Digital resources are grouped into four broad categories: Helsper
of digital ICT Access (2008)
resources Skills
Attitudes
Extent of engagement with technologies
Australian Australian based framework measures digital inclusion as a Thomas et
Digital combination of: al,, (2016)
Inclusion access to appropriate technology,
Index affordability of internet services
ability to apply digital technology in work and life.
‘5 As’ of This model conceptualises technology access across five categories: | Roberts
technology Availability and
access Affordability Hernandez
Awareness (2019)
Ability
Agency

Table 2 Digital inclusion frameworks
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Certainly, what these variations demonstrate is that digital inclusion and digital
inclusion research is on an evolving continuum in response to developments in digital
technologies and media. As confirmed by Carmi and Yates (2020) key themes remain,
such as: ‘material and financial access to technological devices and services; skills
and digital literacy; effective use by citizens and communities to participate in political
and civic discussions and activities; the impact of socio-economic factors; motivation
and attitudes; and, more recently socio-economic and socio-cultural variations in

patterns of usage’ (p.4).

The literature repeatedly offers how such conceptual factors of digital inclusion should
be considered in policy and when designing digital inclusion initiatives and
programmes (Carmi and Yates; 2020; Borg et al., 2018; Helsper and Reisdorf, 2016).
Literature on models related to digital inclusion initiatives is discussed in section 2.10.

For the sake of this study, the researcher has used the definition of digital inclusion,
appointed by Helsper (2014), who defines digital inclusion as ‘an individual's effective
and sustainable engagement with ICTs in ways that allow full participation in society

in terms of economic, social, cultural, civic and personal well-being’ (p.7).

2.4 Ambiguities in digital inclusion research
Ambiguities in digital inclusion research are apparent in the vocabulary used to

describe ‘digital inclusion initiatives’ as highlighted.

Firstly, the literature is broadly split between two camps that either focus on initiatives
related to the installation, implementation and supply of digital broadband and
telecommunication infrastructure to provide access and connectivity (Salemink and
Strijker, 2018), sometimes referred to as ‘supply-side’ initiatives; or initiatives that aim
to enhance digital participation through the advocacy, encouragement and provision
of digital skills training and support, sometimes referred to as ‘demand-side initiatives
(Salemink, et al., 2017; McMahon, 2020). While there is a relative amount of literature
on broadband digital inclusion (supply-side) initiatives, there is much less literature on
demand-side digital inclusion initiatives that provide digital training and support
through human intermediation (Manlove and Whitacre, 2019). To be clear, it is this
second perspective of digital inclusion (demand-side) initiatives that relates to
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increasing digital participation through the advocacy, encouragement and provision of
digital skills training and support that is the focus of this study.

Secondly, while in some instances the literature referred to ‘digital inclusion initiatives’
in other instances the literature referred to digital inclusion ‘programmes’ or
‘interventions’, ‘digital literacy initiatives’, ‘ICT initiatives’ or ‘e-inclusion initiatives’ (Al-
Muwil et al., 2019; Torrecillas et al., 2014). For added clarity, the term ‘digital inclusion
initiatives’ will be used throughout the thesis.

Thirdly, while digital inclusion literature regularly talks about the need to have
appropriate digital skills to be digitally included, the literature would frequently use
other terminology such as digital literacy or digital competence as synonyms, often
with little or no explanation of what these terms actually mean, leaving the reader
unclear of the meaning of such terminology (Wagg et al., 2020; Pawluczuk et al., 2019;
Palmeiro et al., 2019; Chetty et al., 2018). These ambiguities are partly explained by
the interdisciplinary and fragmented nature of digital inclusion research as identified
by Jaeger et al. (2012) and Wagg et al. (2020). For example, digital inclusion research
for this literature review was drawn on academic articles from a wide range of
disciplines, including business, communication studies, computer science,
economics, Information Communication Technology for Development (ICT4D),
information science, information systems, international studies, and others.
Differences in terminology can also be explained according to the context or
geographical location of the research. As identified by Spante et al. (2018) the use of
‘digital competence’ is more present in papers in Europe and Latin America.
Ambiguities in digital inclusion terminology research may also be explained by the
rapid evolving nature of digital inclusion and the set of skills, practices and thinking
that are necessary to be 'digitally included’, to keep up with the latest technology
(Carmi et al., 2020).

2.5 Barriers to digital inclusion

Despite the increased ubiquity of digital technologies in almost every aspect of our
lives and the acknowledged personal and societal benefits of utilising digital
technologies, their use in society remains unequal and problematic (Newman et al.,

2017; Borg et al., 2018; Meryvn et al., 2014). In response to this, a number of scholars
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identify the need for a more nuanced understanding of those communities and
individuals who are digitally excluded, or marginalised through digital (Marién and
Prodnik, 2014; Helsper and Reisdorf, 2016; Zheng and Walsham, 2008).

Many researchers and policymakers trying to understand the barriers to, and drivers
of digital exclusion identify a myriad of reasons as to why people are not engaged with
digital technologies and the Internet, beyond the issue of access. Borg et al. (2018)
identify that ‘digital exclusion does not necessarily come from physical access to ICTs,
but rather from what people are able to do and what they want to do with these

technologies’ (p.1).

Key barriers to digital inclusion identified by scholars include the cost to purchase
digital devices and paying for online services such as broadband and mobile phone
subscriptions and material barriers such as the design and accessibility of digital
devices (Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2019). Other barriers include insufficient digital
skills, scarce resources and support, and limited opportunities regarding training
(Helsper 2012; Marién and Van Audenhove 2011; Borg et al., 2018; Tsatsou, 2019; El-
Haddadeh et al., 2019; Mahmood et al., 2018). A lack of motivation and negative
attitudes towards ICTs, such as computer anxiety, sometimes referred to as
‘technostress’ (Ayyagari, et al., 2011) also decrease the likelihood that an individual
will access and engage with technology and the Internet (Dutton and Reisdorf, 2019;
Reisdorf and Groselj 2017). The literature also highlights how the journey to digital
inclusion is not linear, where individuals, previously using technology to some degree,
may disengage with technology due to negative outcomes or consequences of using
it (Scheerder et al., 2019), changes in personal circumstances (Olphert and
Damodaran, 2013; Damodaran and Sandhu, 2016), cost of mobile data, or perhaps
their life stage, resulting in skills ‘becoming obsolete as technology changes’ (Yates,
et al., 2020, p.1).

The literature also reveals how scholars explain why certain demographic groups are
less likely to use the Internet at all, or to use it in certain ways. For example, studies
show that overall non-users are increasingly older, less educated, more likely to be
unemployed and on a low income, disabled, refugees and socially isolated (Helsper
and Reisdorf, 2016; Borg et al., 2018; Alam and Imran, 2015). Other scholars focus

on the issue of gender (Martinez-Cantos, 2017; Arroyo, 2020), specifically women in
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developing countries and their inability to access, operate, and use digital tools and
technologies in a meaningful way (Rebollo and Vico, 2014; Rashid, 2016). Other
studies focus on those living in rural or remote communities who lack digital access
and local infrastructure, and experience poor-quality internet speeds and mobile
reception (Townsend et al., 2013; Farringdon, 2015; Correa and Pavez, 2016).
Literature on the issue of digital inclusion and rurality is further discussed in section
2.12 and specifically in the UK context in section 2.13.

In addition, there are ongoing challenges in relation to people’s trust with the Internet
and technology (Dutton and Shepherd, 2006), particularly in relation to government
online services (Al-Muwil et al, 2019); government initiatives (Tapia and Ortiz, 2010;
Smith, 2011); and where they can access these services in public venues (Gomez and
Gould, 2010). People’s fear and lack of trust in technology and the Internet is also
highlighted in the literature in relation to cybersecurity and worries about the collection
and understanding of personal data (Pangrazio and Selwyn, 2019), and the growing
issue of disinformation, misinformation and malinformation found on the Internet
(Carmi et al., 2020).

The usability of online services introduced through digital-by-default, particularly in
relation to welfare and benefit services, is increasingly cited in the literature as a barrier
to digital inclusion (Yates et al., 2015b; Damodaran et al., 2015; Park and Humphrey,
2019; Mervyn et al., 2014). Indeed, as highlighted by Helsper (2008) and Marién and
Prodnik (2014), the obligatory use of ICTs through digital-by-default, is effectively
creating mechanisms of user-disempowerment and limiting individual ability to make
free digital choices. Park and Humphrey (2019) study on the social welfare services
in Australia found ‘existing punitive service paradigms can result in exclusion by design
when introducing big data and automation into service delivery systems’ (p.950). This
highlights how digital technologies intended to assist people’s interactions with service
providers may in fact be yet another source of digital exclusion, where the embedding
of smart technologies and automation into commercial and government services,
effectively reinforces existing inequalities, as those who need to use these services
the most are unable to (Al-Muwil et al, 2019; Mervyn et al., 2014; Yates et al., 2015b;
Park and Humphrey, 2019; Schou and Pors, 2019).
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Recent literature by Robinson et al. (2020b) and Robinson et al. (2020c) attempts to
capture and understand ‘legacy’ and ‘emerging’ digital inequalities and thus barriers
to digital inclusion, through the development of the ‘digital inequality stack’. Made up
of inter-related components of digital inequalities, the ‘digital inequality stack’ is
composed of ‘legacy digital inequalities’ including economic class, gender, sexuality,
race and ethnicity, gaining, disability, healthcare, education, rural residency, networks,
and global geographies; together with ‘emergent digital inequalities’ spawned by ‘the
platform economy, digital labour, automation, big data, the use of algorithms in the
criminal justice system, cybersafety, civic engagement, mobility, gaming, well-being
and the life course, and assistive technologies’ (p.2). The rural residency component
of the digital inequalities stack is of particular relevance to this thesis, discussed in

more detail in section 2.13.

Given the alignment between those who stand to benefit the most from digital
technologies and those who are digitally excluded, having a better understanding of
the drivers and barriers for utilisation of online services and digital technology is
needed to design and implement relevant digital inclusion initiatives (Helsper and
Reisdorf, 2016; Borg et al., 2018; Palmeiro, et al., 2019).

2.6 Digital inclusion initiatives

In recognition of the need for individuals to be able to access and use digital
technologies to participate fully in society, governments, technology providers and civil
society organisations around the world have sought to develop and implement digital
inclusion solutions and initiatives, to assist access to opportunities of using digital
technology and the Internet and provide funding, training and support to help
individuals overcome digital exclusion and marginalisation (Ragnedda, 2018; Hosman
and Comisso, 2020). Indeed, the benefits and impact of digital inclusion initiatives help
to enable individuals to participate actively in society, to access digital services,
products and networks, and support better economic, health and social outcomes for
those on the wrong side of the digital divide (Bach, et al., 2013; Diaz Andrade and
Doolin, 2019).

However, as identified by Bach et al., (2013), the multiple factors which contribute to

digital exclusion are complex, making the task of implementing workable digital
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inclusion solutions challenging for policy makers. Indeed, even when access is
available, individuals are unable or choose not to go online and use digital technology
(Klecun, 2008; Marién and Prodnik, 2014). Warschauer (2003) states ‘access to ICT
for the promotion of social inclusion cannot rest on providing devices or conduits alone.
Rather it must engage a range of resources, all developed with an eye toward
enhancing the social, economic, and political power of the targeted clients and
communities’ (p.47). Indeed, supporting this point, Gurstein (2012) states while
providing access is necessary, digital inclusion policy and initiatives must engage and
reflect social practices that will drive ‘effective use’ in a variety of community settings.
This highlights the need to go beyond the rhetoric of ‘access-only’ programmes,
historically dominated in digital inclusion policy, ‘to tackle the digital divide in a way
that is meaningful’ (Yates et al., 2020, p.3) to gain a better understanding of the
implementation of digital inclusion initiatives (Madon et al., 2009; Ragnedda, 2018;
Robinson et al., 2020a) to reach ‘non-users’ traditionally targeted by government and
charitable organisations, (Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn, 2021), but also

limited users of the Internet (Yates et al., 2020).

Digital inclusion initiatives are conducted all around the world in both developed and
developing countries. Indeed, despite the global trend towards online connectivity, it
is apparent that even in developed countries there are certain groups of people who
are not utilising available digital opportunities (Borg et al., 2018). Examples of digital
inclusion initiatives that have provided digital skills training and social support in
developing countries found in the literature include studies by: Ferreira et al. 2016
(Brazil); Correa and Pavez, 2016 (Chile); Madon et al. 2009 (India, South Africa and
Brazil); and Smith, 2015 (Ireland and South Africa). In developed countries examples
found in the literature include studies by Aires, 2014 (Portugal); Marién and Van
Audenhove, 2012 (Belgium); Mervyn et al. 2014; Damodaran et al. 2015; Gann, 2019
(UK); Wu et al. 2015 (France); Palmeiro et al. 2019 (Spain); Warschauer et al. 2014;
Manlove and Whitacre, 2019 (USA) and Hodge et al. 2017; Park and Humphry, 2019
(Australia). A recent international research collaboration by Robinson et al., (2020a)
reviewed digital inclusion initiatives across the Americas and the Caribbean which
brings together scholarship from Uruguay, Chile, Peru, Brazil, Mexico, Cuba, Jamaica,
the United States, and Canada.
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2.7 Differentiation of Digital Inclusion Initiatives

When describing digital inclusion initiatives, the literature tends to take a macro- or
micro-level perspective. For example, Salemink et al. (2014) in their systematic review
on unequal ICT availability, adoption and use, take a macro/micro approach to
analsying the literature, highlighting macro-level literature focussed more on policy
and agenda setting issues compared to micro-level papers which looked particularly
at the evaluation of specific local projects. Indeed, the systematic review by Wagg et
al. (2020) draws attention to how digital inclusion initiatives are often described in the
literature from a macro-level, top-down perspective referring to government and
regional policy and infrastructure or from a micro-level perspective, which look at
specific local or regional digital inclusion projects and case studies and how they have
impacted local communities. Some of the literature initially provides a macro
perspective and then provide an example of an initiative at micro-level e.g. Correa and
Pavez, 2016. Other studies look at more than one project in a single country e.g.
Mervyn et al., 2014; Gann, 2019; across regions e.g Manlove and Whitacre, 2019;
Gladkova and Ragnedda, 2020; and several projects across a number of countries
e.g. Robinson et al., (2020a); Madon et al., (2009).

A more limited amount of literature looks specifically at the involvement of intermediary
organisations, (sometimes referred to as delivery partners) in digital inclusion
initiatives who provide digital skills training and support, such as public libraries, local
government, advice centres, adult education organisations, housing associations and
learning centres (Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012; Al-Muwil et al., 2019; Yates et
al., 2015a; Hodge et al., 2017), and intermediary actors such as digital champions
(Casselden and Dawson, 2019; Whitworth et al., 2012) and front-line workers (Meryvn

et al., 2014). Literature on intermediaries is discussed in section 2.11.

When looking specifically at the impacts of digital inclusion initiatives the literature
tends to be more focused on the impacts of individuals and communities (Garrido et
al., 2012; Lépez et al., 2018; Helsper, 2019) with less emphasis on the impacts at
macro and intermediary-level of digital inclusion (Marién, 2016), and is often in the
form of a single-level analysis (Garrido et al., 2012). Table 2.3 in section 2.12
illustrates the growing number of measurement models used in the literature and in

practice to measure individuals’ level of digital literacy or digital inclusion. From the
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literature it is clear that digital inclusion initiatives operate across a multiple level of
stakeholders (Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012; Robinson et al, 2020a; Reisdorf and
Rhinesmith, 2020). Indeed, scholars argue digital inclusion is a multilevel
phenomenon that needs to be tackled through a multilevel effort of interventions and
initiatives through policy, governments and public, private and third sector
organisations to solve the digital divide (Marién et al., 2012; Thompson, 2016; Lopez
et al., 2018; Mubarak et al., 2020; Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020), confirming that
digital inclusion initiative provision is a multilevel phenomenon, yet research
conducted within the digital inclusion sphere from a multilevel perspective remains

scarce.

Furthermore, there is lack of literature that specifically explores digital inclusion
initiatives through a theoretical lens (Wagg et al., 2020; Al-Muwil et al., 2019). Notable
exceptions include the work of Madon et al. (2009), Teles and Joia (2011), Aires
(2014); Mervyn et al. (2014) and Correa and Pavaz (2016), who have drawn upon
contemporary social theory such as Actor Network Theory, Structuration Theory,
Institutional Theory, and Activity Theory. A more detailed account of how these
theories have been utilised to describe digital inclusion initiative provision is in the next
chapter in section 3.2.

2.8 Drivers of digital inclusion initiatives

Digital inclusion initiatives are often driven by supranational organisations such as the
European Union (EU); intergovernmental organisations and agencies such as the
International Telecommunication Union (ITU); international organisations such as
corporate technology providers; civil society organisations; and national governments
to address digital inequalities; implement government digital-by-default strategies;
improve social inclusion, and distribute digital technology and universal connectivity
(Robinson et al, 2020a; Richardson, 2018; Ragnedda, 2018; Olphert and Damodaran,
2013).

Digital inclusion initiatives are further driven at regional, local and community-level
through digital inclusion strategic activity at grass-roots level where organisations
engage with communities and individuals in need of digital skills training and support
(Robinson et al, 2020a; Richardson, 2018; Damodaran et al., 2015). This activity is
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delivered by a plethora of organisations (public, private, charities and social
enterprises), such as public libraries, local government, advice centres, service
providers, adult education organisations, housing associations and learning centres,
as well as banks and telecommunication corporations (Marién and Van Audenhove,
2012; Al-Muwil et al., 2019; Yates et al., 2015a; Hodge et al., 2017; Reisdorf and
Rhinesmith, 2020). While national government and corporate organizations may
participate in or fund community-based projects, many of these initiatives are located
in the public sector with heavy involvement from grassroots and non-profit institutions
like libraries and community centres (Sweeney and Rhinesmith, 2017), highlighting
efforts in multi-agency, cross-sector working, and inter-organisational processes.

2.9 Digital inclusion initiative approaches

Digital inclusion initiatives ‘encompass a range of methods and approaches used to
help individuals and communities to access and understand digital technologies’
(Pawluczuk, 2020, p.2), and are often in the form of short-term or long-term funded
programmes that are followed up with an evaluation process (Gann, 2019; Pawluczuk,
2020; Marién, and Van Audenhove, 2012; Carmi et al., 2020).

For example, some research emphasises the need for digital inclusion initiatives to
use participatory solutions in community-based organisations such as digital
storytelling, digital film-making (Gangadharan, 2017; Marién and Van Audenhove,
2012; Taylor and Packham, 2016; McMahon, 2020) and non-organisational contexts
(Gripenberg, 2011), for individuals and communities to learn digital skills and improve
computer self-efficacy. Other scholars note the value of using an asset-based strategy
to digital inclusion, which ‘seeks out community anchor institutions as the locus of
existing capacity-building and community-development efforts’ (Reisdorf and
Rhinesmith, 2018, p.43).

The majority of the literature on digital inclusion initiatives which include some kind of
digital skills training or social support (demand-side), broadly describe initiatives which
take approaches which are either community-based, top-down or reactionary in focus
as outlined below in Table 3.
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Digital inclusion
initiative
approaches

Description of approaches

Top-down

Top-down initiatives are planned, funded digital inclusion activities where
targeted demographics are offered formal or informal digital skills training
through digital inclusion engagement strategies (Gann, 2019; Helsper, 2014;
Richardson, 2018; Robinson et al., 2020a). Often in the format of a top-down
approach, these initiatives are delivered through intermediary organisations and
actors at national, regional and community level, for a set period of time until
the funding ends or is withdrawn (Haché and Centeno, 2011; Marién, and Van
Audenhove, 2012; Damodaran et al., 2015). Examples of target driven initiatives
within the UK include NHS Widening Digital Participation in England and the
Digital Heroes initiative in Wales (Gann, 2019) and Future Digital Inclusion

programme (Richardson, 2018).

Reactionary

Reactionary initiatives relate to specific organisations (such as public libraries,
housing associations, advice centres as well as local government departments)
whose operation is having to react to the disintermediation of public services
and the demands of government ‘digital-by-default’ agendas, such as the UK’s
introduction of Universal Credit (GOV.UK, 2013), a scheme that replaces a
range of other existing benefits - where claimants have to apply for their benefits
online (McGillivray et al., 2017; Mervyn et al., 2014; Al-Muwil et al., 2019; Yates
et al., 2015a). Organisations involved with reactionary driven initiatives, find
themselves having to react, often on-the-spot, to the complex needs of
individuals (often those who are socially excluded or marginalised) who are
unable to use online government services and need support through an
intermediary organisation or actor to help them with their specific information
need (Mervyn et al., 2014; Al-Muwil et al., 2019).

Community-

based

Community-based initiatives are those that are based within a community
setting, often driven by a local community/grass-root organisation supporting
the local community with access to technology and digital devices, and informal
digital skills training, often in the format of a bottom-up approach through
creative, participatory and collaborative solutions (Damodaran et al., 2015;
Taylor and Packham, 2016; Micklewaite, 2018; McMahon, 2020). Community-
based initiatives have the ability to reach and engage at-risk groups because
they are locally embedded, asset-based, and involve intermediaries that have
developed a relationship of trust with at-risk communities and hence are in the
position to advocate the societal benefits of digital technologies (Haché and
Centeno, 2011; Marién, and Van Audenhove, 2012; Damodaran et al., 2015;
Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2018).

Table 3 Approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision
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2.10 Digital inclusion initiative factors and components

While a labyrinth of frameworks has been developed to evaluate the digital
literacy/competence/capabilities of individuals as mentioned earlier (see Table 2),
academic literature for assessing the effectiveness of digital inclusion initiatives in
community contexts remains scarce. Key studies that have developed frameworks to
identify crucial factors and components to implement digital inclusion initiatives include
studies by Madon et al. (2009), Armenta et al. (2012), Smith (2015) and Bach et al.
(2013).

Madon et al. (2009) identify three crucial factors that must be considered when
planning digital inclusion initiatives namely: the value, sustainability, and scalability of
the project. Madon et al. (2009) describe how three digital inclusion projects
demonstrate a complex mix of success and failure, and while the projects are unique

in themselves, they share four common components including:

e Enrolling government support
e Generating linkage to viable revenue streams,
e Getting symbolic acceptance by the community,

e Stimulating valuable social activity in relevant social groups

Madon et al. (2009) conclude that rather than assessing digital inclusion projects solely
on impact, additional assessment models need to be developed to further expand on
the ideas of sustainability and scalability in order to more accurately evaluate the

success of digital inclusion projects.

Armenta et al. (2012) describe a seven-stage framework to accomplish unified digital
inclusion initiatives aimed at reducing the digital divide in rural, underserved and less-
privileged populations in developing countries that includes the following factors: 1)
Identification and evaluation of regional socioeconomic condition, 2) Assessment of
external factors which impact the region's sustainable development, 3) Identification
of those ICT more favourable to support sustainable development, 4) Analysis of
financial viability of ICT infrastructure and operations deployment, 5) Development and
implementation of a technology adoption and training programme, 6) Development
and implementation of an ICT application focused on the regional sustainable
development needs, and 7) Evaluation of the project.
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Smith’s (2015) analysis of digital inclusion initiatives identifies digital equity,
excellence, opportunity, and empowerment as four key components for implementing
successful digital inclusion initiatives. Combining these four components with Madon’s
(2009) three crucial factors of digital inclusion initiatives - value, sustainability, and
scalability Smith (2015) developed a conceptual framework for analyzing the success
of digital inclusion initiatives. Using this framework to analyse two digital inclusion
initiatives, one in Ireland and the other in South Africa, Smith (2015) identifies the

following key factors:

e Community involvement in the planning, implementation, and evaluation stage
was essential.

e The evaluation process must occur on a regular basis in order to ensure a
higher level of success

e Providing communities with increased access alone is not enough

e Education and training for individuals and the instructors using the technology
should be a priority

e Empowerment of the community to transfer the skills obtained by individuals

from simple consumers of basic technologies to digital innovators

Bach et al. (2013) developed the Digital Human Capital framework to serve as a
measurement tool for evaluating digital inclusion initiatives. Their framework includes
four outcomes for individuals participating in digital inclusion initiatives: civic
engagement, influence on policy, skills taught, and learning content; and four digital
inclusion initiative ‘values and competencies’ necessary to achieve these outcomes:
ideology/mission; partnerships, social change, and economic advancement. Table 4
illustrates how this framework is applied.

Project Digital human Digital human Digital human Digital human
values & capital outcome: capital capital outcome: | capital outcome:
competencies | civic engagement | outcome: social change Economic
influence on advancement
policy
Ideology/ To involve To influence To push for To create
mission participants in policy & push for | significant opportunities for
community issues reform changes in living wage jobs
and to produce benefitting cultural values & and personal
meaningful marginalized norms, which educational goals
experiences and communities disenfranchise
explore solutions groups
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Partnerships | Include advocates Realize positive | Collaborative Collaborative
for technology, impacts on a efforts to push for | efforts to push for
health, education, broad cross- inclusive social education, skills
and economic section of programs and training and other
advancement; groups and policies opportunities for
governmental concerns living-wage jobs
entities

Skills taught | Video recording Storytelling on Video recording Relevant software
and editing, digital platforms, | and editing, programs, online
blogging, sharing videos blogging, job searching,
photography, online | with policy photography, electronic resume
social networking, makers, online online social creation
website creation petitioning networking,

website creation

Learning Public computing Public Public computing | Public computing

context centres and computing centres and centres and
existing social centres & social | existing social existing social
service service service service
infrastructure (e.g. infrastructure infrastructure (e.g. | infrastructure (e.g.
libraries, (e.g. libraries, libraries, libraries,
community community community community
development development development development
corporations, corps, corporations, corporations,
recreation centres, recreation & recreation & recreation centres,
senior centres) senior centres) senior centres) senior centres)

Table 4 Application of Digital Human Capital Framework to digital inclusion initiatives, (Bach et al, 2013, p.254).

Using this framework on two digital inclusion initiatives in the US, Bach et al. (2013)
conclude that digital inclusion initiatives must go beyond connectivity and basic
computer literacy and call for ‘more rigorous forms of training that enable traditionally
disenfranchised communities to harness the Internet for social, political and economic

ends ....... and pathways toward fostering civic engagement’ (p.248).

Other studies such as Borg et al. (2018) systematic review on digital inclusion and
health communication found that digital inclusion initiatives which apply collaborative
learning strategies among older adults (i.e. learning through interaction with others
with commitment to a shared goal) significantly improve participants’ computer and
Internet knowledge and skills, self-efficacy and eHealth literacy and thus are an
important consideration for initiatives. The review also identifies social support
received from family members, friends, carers and service providers as a key enabler

to digital inclusion, and thus an important factor for digital inclusion initiatives.

Robinson et al. (2020a) identify common factors and components in digital inclusion
initiatives across the Americas and the Caribbean including the importance of having
backing from across the political spectrum, and integration of local stakeholders. For
example, in Mexico, Brazil

and Canada, indigenous and rural communities

45



collaborated to drive digital development initiatives in ways that meet their self-
determined interests, ranging from setting up infrastructure to developing and
delivering appropriate digital literacy programmes. Robinson et al. (2020a) also
highlight access and provision to devices and access and opportunities for skill
development; culturally appropriate digital literacy resources, and a strong ethos of
sharing and collaboration particularly across low-resourced environments, contribute
to the success of initiatives. Importantly the scholars highlight the importance of grass-
root, community network initiatives, often organised around non-profit or cooperative
models, which help overcome the limitations of market-driven and state-funded
initiatives in rural and remote regions. Serrano-Santoyo and Rojas-Mendizabal (2017)
state to ‘effectively reduce new divides emerging from technology change and social
change, community development must be the purpose and central objective of the
digital inclusion projects’ (p.216). The scholars go on to propose that national and
regional agencies in charge of defining and implementing the agendas for digital
inclusion initiatives, particularly in rural and underserved communities need to
consider ‘comprehensive social action plans conducive to connect ICT with community

prosperity’ (p.213).

However, while many digital inclusion initiatives have achieved successes (Marién and
Van Audenhove, 2012; Taylor and Packham, 2016), others have reported incidences
of failure. For example, Armenta et al., (2012) state that community-based digital
inclusion initiatives tend to fail when they ‘only take into account telecommunications
infrastructure and hardware, leaving social and human factors unattended’ (p.347).
This feeds into the dominance of supply-side digital inclusion initiatives in policy
rhetoric referred to earlier and the lack of consideration for communities when
designing such programmes. Davies et al. (2017) highlight how technical problems
sustained at the initial stages of the initiative studied, together with staff turnover,
specifically head teachers engaged in the initiative and a key individual who
spearheaded the project contributed to the failure of the initiative and highlights
tensions between the stakeholders involved in the project. Indeed, Tapia and Ortiz,
(2010) highlight how failure of such initiatives can lead to mistrust between digital

inclusion stakeholders such as local governments, public officials, and citizens.
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Pavez et al. (2017) discuss digital inclusion initiatives in Latin America targeting rural
areas. Their research confirmed that most of these policy-making initiatives focused
on the provision of infrastructure; yet while access to both devices and infrastructure
connection cannot be dismissed as a logical first step, it does not necessarily entail
internet adoption, particularly in isolated, rural contexts. The researchers recommend
that policy-makers should take into account the social, cultural, and economic context
of where these initiatives are implemented. In addition, Yates et al. (2020) also
recommend policy-makers consider the local and personal social contexts of citizens
when designing interventions, ‘to help understand people’s communities and how to
tailor intervention strategies in a way that is meaningful to them and their everyday
lives’ (p.36).

Meryvn et al. (2014) investigating the influence of mobile technologies on social
exclusion in two urban areas within the UK report on two contrasting local government
digital inclusion initiatives which provide access to local online support and services.
The first of the two initiatives advocate a bottom-up infrastructure-based model, with
non-state involvement that focusses primarily on achieving the provision of physical
access to the internet. Whereas the second initiative takes a much more proactive and
centrally planned approach to service provision with the use of intermediaries. A key
finding reveals that in some cases ‘issues with literacy, technology skills and in some
cases the socioemotional condition of some of the socially excluded combined with
the complexity of their information needs fundamentally undermines the direct access
model for this section of the community’ (p.1086). Another key finding from their study
concludes that while both approaches succeed to some extent, initiatives are much
more likely to succeed if they are ‘part of a process of supporting existing
intermediaries’ (p.1098).

While this section provides examples of studies on digital inclusion initiative provision,
this body of work is limited and tends to focus (with the exception of Robinson el al.
2002a) on one or no more than three initiatives as part of their study. What is lacking
is a critical overview of digital inclusion initiative provision as a phenomenon, to gain
a perspective of the digital inclusion landscape, for example, for a particular country,
that takes into consideration the multilevel involvement of stakeholders together with
the experiences of those delivering and receiving digital inclusion training and support,
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and the challenges and influences inherent in that process. Such a critical discussion
could reveal why indeed some digital inclusion initiatives fail, key barriers to digital
inclusion initiative provision and how initiatives are balanced with the growth of

digitalisation of services and digital-by-default policies.

2.11 Digital inclusion Intermediaries

As illustrated above, a key aspect to digital inclusion initiatives is the role of
intermediaries in the form of intermediary organisations and actors (sometimes
referred to as human intermediaries) who reach out and engage with communities and
deliver face-to-face digital inclusion training and social support. With governments
increasing digital-by-default agendas and movement of services going online, some
individuals, particularly those on the margins of society, rely on support from
intermediaries in public libraries and community anchor institutions (Jaeger et al.,
2014; Real et al., 2014).

Torrecillas et al. (2014) literature review identifies that intermediary organisatons can
be defined as ‘public, private and third sector organisations which intentionally address
social inclusion goals through ICT or promote the use of ICT to enhance the socio-
economic inclusion of marginalised and disadvantaged groups and of people at risk of
exclusion’ (p.9). Acting on behalf of an organisation or as an individual, human
intermediaries play a crucial role in reaching out and empowering communities
(Bleumers et al., 2012; Damodaran et al., 2015), often providing face-to-face support
in negotiating systems and finding strategies to deal with issues (Chaudhuri, 2019),
but also ‘redressing people’s literacy, numeracy and technical skill deficiencies, which
prohibits access and use of public information’ (Mervyn et al., 2017, p.3).

As Majchrzak et al. (2016) identify, the role of the human digital inclusion intermediary
may be formal or informal, deliberate or an entirely emergent role depending on the
context and situation. For example, in their study on human information intermediaries
providing support for socially excluded group, Mervyn et al. (2017) found that
‘intermediaries were not professionally trained people and not provided by the state.
Rather, they emerged as a consequence of the non-interventionist business model
adopted by the Council’ (p.5). Examples of human intermediaries in the literature

include trainers, tutors, digital champions and frontline staff within a variety of settings,
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and in some instances are referred to as ‘information intermediaries’ (Warren, 2007;
Mervyn et al., 2017; Buchanan et al., 2018), ‘infomediaries’ (Gomez et al., 2012;
Ramirez et al., 2013; Sweeney and Rhinesmith, 2017), or as monitors who ‘play the

role of facilitators enabling the use of digital technology’ (Aires et al., 2018, p.4).

As such intermediary roles evolve when the implicit requirements of ICT use are
shown to be lacking. For example, Wiliams (2013) and Brown (2017) note that
intermediaries demonstrate boundary spanning behaviours as they use their position
in the community to actively bring together distinct networks such as governments,
community members and organisations. Other scholars describe the role of
intermediaries as vitally important as they act as brokers between policy and
individuals (Mervyn et al., 2014). Indeed, Ramirez et al. (2013) explain to provide a
brokering service, ‘infomediaries must be trusted gatekeepers; i.e., they must be
embedded in their local community and offer the services needed to minimize
exclusion’ (p.7). In their study on intermediaries in Bangladesh, Chile, and Lithuania,
Ramirez et a., (2013) found that the empathetic competencies of intermediaries are
particularly important for supporting individuals with lower ICT skills. Similarly,
Sweeney and Rhinesmith (2017) in their study on caring institutions note how care is
an essential part of the role of the infomediary and should be embedded ‘as an
ongoing and participatory process, prioritizing people and community relationships
over deliverables’ (p.1491).

Intermediaries also play a community capacity-building role in the form of digital
champions. As identified by Casselden et al. (2019), taking on such a role requires
individuals to get training in essential digital skills, with an expectation that they would
then cascade knowledge gained to their local communities, by using autonomy,
working one-to-one with learners, and knowledge sharing. Following their review of a
digital inclusion initiative in Belgium, Marién, and Van Audenhove (2012) state how
stimulating knowledge exchange on digital tools and skills amongst community
members is a solution to community capacity building and ultimately the sustainability
of digital inclusion activities. This therefore highlights the important and potential
capacity building and empowering role digital inclusion intermediaries play in digital

inclusion initiatives.
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However, the literature also identifies concerns with the level and quality of digital skills
owned by intermediaries which can obstruct them providing the necessary digital
inclusion support (Helsper and van Deursen, 2017; Buchanan et al., 2018). For
example, Pawluczuk et al. (2019) reveal in their study with youth workers that an
anxiety associated with the lack of digital skills exists in the youth work sector, and
argue that further research and practical digital training initiatives should be
undertaken to examine youth worker's digital skills. Damodaran et al.’s (2015),
research on sustaining IT use by older people note that an inadequacy of support and
the need for readily available on-going IT support within the community for digital

inclusion to succeed.

Despite this crucial role within the digital inclusion arena, literature that specifically
focusses on intermediaries appears relatively scarce and underexplored (Sorrentino
and Niehaves, 2010; Mervyn et al., 2017) particularly in relation to their role and how
they deliver digital inclusion training and support, especially in developed countries
such as the UK (McGillivray et al., 2017; Wagg et al., 2020) and thus warrants further

research.

2.12 Digital skills training and support

Throughout the literature as identified in section 2.5, the lack of digital skills is
emphasised as one of the key barriers to digital inclusion and being part of the digital
economy. As stated in section 2.4, a plethora of terminology is used to describe digital
skills and literacies required to be digitally included such as digital literacy, digital
competence, ICT skills, information literacy etc. Martinez-Cantos (2017), for example,
considers ‘digital literacy and associated competences play a key role in the
development of the Information Society, and is becoming a priority in initiatives for
social inclusion and human capital’ (p.420). Information literacy, for example, is
highlighted by scholars as an important literacy for ICT adoption and increased use of
digital devices (Aleixo et al., 2012; Yu et al., 2017), without which ‘the benefits of digital
participation will be significantly diminished’ (Anderson and Johnston, 2016, p.8). This
feeds into the debate on information poverty and the ‘information rich’ and ‘information
poor’ (Chatman, 1996, Haider and Bawden, 2007) where some scholars argue
technology and the digital agenda has the potential to exacerbate information poverty

and exclude individuals who cannot access information online or interpret the
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information available, thus restricting their ability to seek information and make
informed decisions based on that information (McKeown, 2016; Marcella and
Chowdhury, 2020). However what exact skills and abilities people need to be digitally
included differ quite radically from person to person (Carmi et al., 2020) and are often
determined by peoples’ information seeking behaviours and motivation (Wilson 2006,
Jaeger et al., 2014). The literature highlights how scholars and policy-makers
increasingly want to understand and measure the level of individuals digital literacy or
digital competence, particularly when evaluating the outcomes of digital inclusion
training and initiatives. This has resulted in the development of measurement
frameworks and models used to measure the digital skills/digital literacy/digital
competence of individuals. Table 5 illustrates recent examples of models developed

in Europe.
Essential Digital Framework designed to support providers, | Department of Education,
Skills Framework organisations and employers across the (2018)
UK who offer digital skills training for life
and work across five categories
Communicating
Handling information and content
Transacting
Problem solving
Being safe and legal online
European Digital European framework that aims to build Carretero, et al., (2017)
Competence ‘digitally-competent citizens,’ describes
Framework for information literacy, communication,
citizens (DigiComp) | content creations, safety and problem
solving as key requirements.
Digital literacy Internationally accepted digital literacy Chetty et al., (2018)
index index which. offers policy makers a means
to monitor the diffusion of digital skills.

Table 5 Measurement models of individuals digital literacy/competence/skills

These frameworks break-down digital skills into specific activities and components for
life and work, and as such provide a useful guide for evaluating digital inclusion
initiatives. Work by lordache et al. (2017) provides a comprehensive overview of digital

literacy measurement models as such a description is beyond the scope of this thesis.

The literature provides examples of where face-to-face digital skills training and
support takes place. Notable venues or places frequently referred to in the literature
include community centres, education centres, telecentres, cybercafes, technology
hubs and schools (Gomez and Gould, 2010; Garrido et al., 2012; Davies et al., 2017;

Price et al., 2018; Robinson et al., 2020a). Other venues referred to include care
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homes, housing associations and refuge centres (Mervyn et al., 2014; Richardson,
2018; Ragnedda, 2018; Olphert and Damodaran, 2013) and also in people’s homes
(Hill et al., 2008; Mervyn and Allen, 2012). Public libraries are frequently referred to as
providers of free broadband Internet service and WiFi and access to devices for their
communities (Real et al., 2014; Jaeger et al., 2014; Gann, 2019; Strover et al., 2020).
In some instances, this is in the form of a public library digital media bus (Wihlborg
and Engstrom, 2017) or a digital access vehicle (Ahmed, 2019). Digital skills training
and support is also provided through networks of organisations such as the Online
Centres, public libraries, advice centres but also through informal social networks such
as friends, family, peers, and work colleagues (Philip and Williams, 2019).

The literature also provides examples of specific digital skills training that encourages
and enables individuals to use the Internet and digital technology, sometimes referred
to as the demand-side of digital inclusion initiatives. Generically such examples
include group sessions tailored towards a specific audience such as ‘broadband for
seniors’ or ‘digital support for job seekers’, to more informal drop-in one-to-one
sessions, such as in a public library, where individuals can seek support and guidance
from a librarian to access government services or health information (Strover, et al.,
2020; Gann, 2019). Other examples are linked to local and national initiatives such as
Get Online Week in the UK, during which organisations that offer digital inclusion
support are given the opportunity to promote their services more broadly and celebrate
their successes with positive case studies and testimonials of how their support has
benefitted individuals. Various digital inclusion approaches to such digital skills training

and support is outlined in section 2.9.

However as highlighted by Helsper and van Deusen, (2017) despite many countries
rolling out digital skills training in public places, such initiatives ‘have not been as
successful as hoped in tackling digital exclusion’ (p.700). This therefore raises
questions into how digital skills training is provided and delivered. For example,
Ferreira (2016), states that ‘users need to feel capable of using ICT administered
through training classes and peer support to overcome lack of experience and to
encourage participation’ (p.39), but as identified by scholars, individuals will only
participate with digital and use the Internet if they see its merit or relevance (Gerli et
al., 2020; Helsper, 2017) or perceived value (El-Haddadeh et al., 2019). Other
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scholars identify the need for digital skills to be taught or mentored through a balance
of structured and unstructured activity. For example, in their study Warburton et al.
(2014) reveal how rural social work practitioners recognise the need for both formal
and informal opportunities for older people to build up digital skills and knowledge in

the community sector.

Other scholars recognise the need to focus on the ‘social support’ received as part of
the digital skills training process (van Deursen et al., 2014; Courtois and Verdegem,
2016; Asmar et al., 2020). For example, Taylor and Packham (2016) in their UK study
state how ‘training and support needs to take into account the barriers identified to
enable the achievement of the outcome of long-term ICT adoption and use’ (p.56).
Indeed, from the literature it can be ascertained that so much emphasis is placed on
digital skill improvement that the notion of ‘social support’ received during this process
is often obscured, rather than being looked at in unison (Asmar et al., 2020; van
Deursen et al., 2014). Asmar et al. (2020) define the digital inclusion concept of ‘social
support’ as the emotional, instrumental, and informational support individuals receive
when being helped to use digital technologies. Emotional as in the support given
through appraisal or social companionship during a time of heightened distress
caused, for instance, by an individual’s fear of technology; instrumental support such
as a task-oriented form of support; and informational support in reference to guidance
and advice during a learning process. However, scholars identify the quality of support
individuals receive is unequally distributed and replicates existing inequalities (van
Deursen et al., 2014; Helsper and van Deursen, 2017; Asmar et al., 2020). For clarity
the thesis will use ‘digital skills training and support’ as an umbrella ‘catch-all’ phrase

for the digital support received by individuals through digital inclusion initiatives.

2.13 Digital inclusion and rurality

From the literature it can be ascertained that levels of digital inclusion vary
geographically between developed and developing countries, within individual nations,
and regions, but also between urban and rural populations where rural populations
benefit less from policy initiatives than their urban counterparts (Robinson et al.,
2020a). Indeed, despite the high levels of connectivity in developed countries and
growing Internet access in developing countries, digital inclusion in rural areas

remains a strong concern for policymakers (Correa and Pavez, 2016; Salemink et al.,
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2017; Robinson et al., 2020a) as rural communities continue to be at risk of digital
exclusion and disadvantage (Warburton et al., 2014).

The literature includes many policymaking efforts that have promoted broadband and
Internet connection in rural areas (Ashmore et al., 2015; Williams et al., 2016; Gerli et
al. 2020; Manlove and Whitacre, 2019), yet evidence suggests that digital inclusion is
a multifaceted and complex phenomenon that is not ‘solved’ after access is provided
(Pavez et al., 2017; Serrano-Santoyo and Rojas-Mendizabal, 2017). For example, in
their study of seven rural local governments in New South Wales in Australia, Park et
al. (2015) found that 'rural digital exclusion results from a multi-layered divide where
elements of infrastructure, connectivity and digital engagement are intertwined’
(p-3631).

Pavez et al. (2017) highlight the importance of understanding rurality, and exploring
how people from rural and geographically isolated contexts may experience digital
connection differently from an urban perspective, when designing digital inclusion
initiatives. For example, Correa and Pavez (2016) study on rural populations in Chile
reveal remote rural communities face specific characteristics, such as lack of
economic resources, geographic isolation, an aging population, and outmigration of
young people, that need to be considered for their particular context. Roberts and
Hernandez (2019) study on technology access in the Philippines highlight how rural
populations are more prone to not being aware of digital inclusion initiatives and
services. Indeed, a study by Pearce and Rice (2013 in Armenia argue, in rural areas,
more people may work in agriculture compared to working in offices in urban areas

and thus have less exposure to technology at work.

Rural communities in developed countries face similar challenges. As highlighted by
Salemink et al. (2017) in their systematic literature review in developed countries on
unequal ICT availability, adoption, and use in rural areas, that while non-spatial or
urban digital inequalities literature assumes ubiquitous connectivity, in rural areas
‘ubiquitous connectivity does not exist’ (p.366). For example, Robinson et al. (2020a)
highlight rural Internet users in the U.S. not only lack high-speed Internet infrastructure
but also have lower adoption levels of Internet devices compared to urban users.
Scholars report similar rural digital inequalities in other developed countries such as
Australia (Hodge et al., 2017; Park et al., 2019); The Netherlands (Salemink and
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Strijker, 2016); Portugal (Aires, 2014); Canada (McMahon, 2020); and UK (Williams
et al., 2016; Blank et al., 2018).

Other studies in developed countries focus on specific rural populations. For example,
Warburton et al. (2014) study in rural Australia considered whether improved access
to ICTs could build social inclusion among rural older people. Their study concludes
that there exist major barriers due to poor ICT usage by many rural agencies, and poor
ICT usage among rural older people, brought on by a lack of skills as well as lack of
access and resources. Whilst this study highlights barriers to digital inclusion within a
rural context, it also provides an example of the growing phenomenon in developed
countries of aging rural populations who are less engaged with digital technology than
the rest of the population (Hill et al., 2008; Damodaran and Sandhu, 2016; Hodge et
al., 2017).

Other studies focus on indigenous rural populations within developed countries. For
example, work by Rennie et al. (2013) focus on remote Aboriginal indigenous
communities in Australia and the challenges they face accessing digital technology. A
study by McMahon (2020) discusses two examples of digital inclusion initiatives co-
developed with First Nation, Inuit and Métis indigenous populations in Canada with
details of a supply-side intervention focused on digital access policy, and a demand-
side intervention focused on digital adoption. McMahon (2020) concludes how more
emphasis should be placed on co-development initiatives that address the specific
contexts of user groups, and promote local ownership and control of digital inclusion

initiatives and reflect the specific characteristics of user communities.

However, according to Salemink (2016) digital inclusion initiatives are criticised for
ignoring rural socioeconomic and geographical context, highlighting how digital
agendas of government and NGOs are not necessarily aligned with those people living

in rural communities.

2.14 Rural UK digital inclusion initiatives

The literature identifies that a rural/urban digital divide exists in the developed world
(Skerratt et al., 2012; Salemink et al., 2017; Hodge et al., 2017; Blank et al., 2018;
Robinson et al., 2020a) and is broadly dominated by research on the diffusion of
broadband and mobile connectivity, broadband initiatives and issues with
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infrastructure in everyday life at home and in the workplace (Manlove and Whitacre,
2019; Price et al., 2018). This trend in the literature is also prevalent within the rural
UK context (Warren, 2007; Ashmore et al., 2015; Gerli et al., 2020). For example, from
the literature it can be ascertained that there is a growing body of literature looking at
the issues and regional variations of the rural digital divide and rural broadband and
mobile connectivity within the UK context (Townsend et al., 2013; Ashmore et al.,
2015; Philip et al., 2017; Roberts et al., 2016; Roberts et al., 2017; Salemink et al.,
2017; Gerli et al., 2020; Williams et al., 2016). Furthermore, despite a recent bolstering
of the UK national digital inclusion agenda through a plethora of digital inclusion
initiatives driven by the UK government’s Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office, 2013;
DCMS, 2017) and associated Digital Inclusion Strategies (DCMS, 2014, 2017), rurality
continues to play a role in digital exclusion, limiting digital participation and access to
online services (Salemink et al., 2017; Townsend et al., 2013; Farringdon, 2015), and

threatening the social and economic health of rural areas (Philip, et al. 2017).

For example, Yates et al. (2020) in their study of limited users within the UK, highlight
that rural access is one of eight key demographics identified associated with limited
use and continues to be a policy concern. Indeed, scholars highlight how despite the
diffusion of broadband initiatives, such as the Broadband Delivery UK (BDUK), a
proportion of the rural population in the UK are still unable to connect to broadband
and 4G mobile networks (Ashmore et al., 2015; Philip et al., 2017; Gerli et al. 2018;
Philip and Williams, 2019). Some scholars attribute this to problems regarding the
provision of broadband infrastructure, which due to the rurality of some locations are
‘economically unattractive to the private companies that characterise today’s
telecommunications industry’ (Gerli, et al., 2020, p.540). Others attribute this to the
poor quality or intermittent connectivity provided in rural communities (Williams et al.
2016; Gann, 2019), resulting in the emergence of alternative broadband providers
focusing on unserved rural areas due to the failures of market-based and government-
led broadband initiatives (Gerli et al., 2018; Salemink, et al., 2017). Indeed, over a
decade ago Warren (2007) argued that while the benefits of ICT in rural areas can be
more noticeable than in large cities, the provision of ICT infrastructure is often weaker
in rural than in urban areas. Philip and Williams (2019) recent study on the Rural Public
Access Wi-Fi Service project in rural Shropshire in England, reminds us of the

persistent issue of infrastructure in rural areas and how ‘access to and use of fit-for-
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purpose broadband is not ubiquitous for those living and working in the UK's remote

rural areas’ (p.316).

Against the backdrop of the UK’s digital-by-default agenda (Cabinet, 2013), where
services are increasingly being moved online, Williams et al. (2016) highlight that there
is an urgent need for online services to be accessible by all those residing and working
in rural, difficult to reach areas in terms of broadband infrastructure provision, in both
coverage and speed. However, providing connectivity to communities does not
necessarily mean they will ‘take-up’ and subsequently use the Internet, due to the
social, cultural, economic and demographic factors and barriers described earlier. As
Gerli et al. (2020) states ‘in practice, whatever the ambitions of politicians to provide
everyone with access to the Internet, not everyone will use it' (p.549) due to the
multitude of barriers as outlined in section 2.5. Furthermore, those that do ‘take-up’
using digital may only do so in a limited way, as a limited user (Yates et al., 2020).

Despite the persistence of digital exclusion within the UK, there appears to be limited
research that focusses specifically on digital inclusion training and support as part of
digital inclusion initiatives within the context of UK rural communities at risk of digital
exclusion. Exceptions include studies by Huggins and Izushi (2002) and Faulkner and
Kleif (2005) which while pre-mobile and broadband connectivity and pre-digital-by-
default, highlight issues that are just as relevant today for rural UK communities.

For example, Huggins and Izushi (2002) review of digital inclusion initiatives in rural
counties across the UK identifies criteria for digital inclusion good practice. These
include use of community resource centres; targeting of personal and cultural activities
that fit into community life; support for self-managed learning; mobile provision of
training programmes (training beyond fixed locations to support the ‘transport-poor’);
demonstrations of the benefits of digital through the use of in general services; and
financial support due to the additional costs incurred through delivering training in rural
locations, often referred to as the ‘rural premium’. Huggins and Izushi (2002) also
identify the most effective digital inclusion provision require strategies that integrate
different programmes into a coherent package at the community level that adopt a
collaborative approach between relevant organisations; recognize the community
sector as an important actor if ICT initiatives are to become sustainable; and

‘engagement of local communities in the very early stages so that they facilitate the
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sense of ‘ownership’ and the development of a self-managed learning process’
(p.119).

Faulkner and Kleif (2005) study in a remote rural region of Scotland focuses on a
capacity-building digital inclusion initiative. Through a network of community resource
centres, the initiative provides access to informational and technological resources,
and one-to-one training and support through community support workers (selected for
their local knowledge and potential community development involvement rather than
for their digital skills). An outcome of the initiative is the development of an informal
network of local ICT experts in the community who from their training built digital
capability to support others. An important aspect of the initiative observed by the
scholars was how the community support workers were viewed as ‘role-models’ by
those who ‘are computer reticent and/or do not have many opportunities for informal
ICT learning in their own social networks’ (p.56).

From a rural business perspective, a more up-to-date study by Price et al. (2018)
focuses on an initiative in rural Lincolnshire on supporting rural small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) to take up broadband-enabled technology. The scholars
highlight how in the second phase of the project, training events and workshops, one-
to-one support and access to technology hubs was offered (over a limited number of
hours) to help rural enterprises embed technology within their business. While tailored
and differentiated support was provided, the results show that while training events
provide entry-level support for broadband use, more intensive support such as one-
to-one advice leads to the significant changes within the business.

From a user-design perspective, recent studies by Hayes et al. (2019) and Knowles
et al. (2019) focus on a digital inclusion project situated in South Lakeland, a rural
district of Cumbria in North West England. The scholars report on the co-creation
aspect of the project aimed at producing a mobile app to help older adults’ living in
rural areas access public services and events in order to promote independent living
and address loneliness and social isolation. Working with participants from rural
communities, the scholars identified technological interventions (mobile app) that
address loneliness and social isolation need to take a situated practice approach in
which the use of ICT ‘remain situated in the daily lives of older adults for it to be

meaningful and relevant’ (p.4288). Whilst this is just as relevant in urban areas as in
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rural areas, the scholars identified limited public transport availability in rural areas as
a key issue facing older adults and needs to be taken into consideration when

promoting events on mobile apps.

Other recent UK studies include an evaluation of two rural community broadband
initiatives Connecting Cumbria and B4RN by Gerli, et al. (2018). The study briefly
mentions how through the use of local champions B4RN offered weekly training and
content on the needs and interests of individuals, and Connecting Cumbria provided
supportive information through local workshops and through its website, to support the
adoption of superfast broadband. While the theme of digital support is approached, it

is not discussed in an extensive way and clearly not the focus of the study.

The UK studies mentioned above highlight the importance of providing digital inclusion
support when designing and implementing initiatives in rural locations, however, apart
from these examples, literature within the UK rural context remains scarce especially

in relation to current digital inclusion support offered in everyday contexts.

2.15 Criticism of digital inclusion initiatives

While it is important to acknowledge the benefits of digital inclusion initiatives on
communities, from the literature it can be ascertained that there is a notable lack of
critical perspectives on the optimistic statements made in government discourse and
advocates of digital inclusion programmes (Eubanks, 2011; Mori; 2011) and by some
scholars (Ragnedda, 2018). For example, the ongoing rhetoric emphasised largely
through European social policy for the need to counter social exclusion through digital
inclusion, appears to put the responsibility on individuals and communities to learn
digital technologies, while placing lower priority on structural or societal issues (Taylor
and Packham, 2016; Gallistl et al., 2020). Marién and Van Audenhove (2012) highlight
that digital inclusion policy too often relies on a positive attitude towards ICTs leading
to digital inclusion initiatives not reaching their objectives. Furthermore, while digital
inclusion brings opportunities it also brings risks, often due to the lack of in-depth
consideration to the complexities surrounding digitally excluded populations (Mori;
2011; Marién and Prodnik, 2014). Risks include privacy intrusions (Gangadharan,
2017), vulnerability to scams and fake news (Carmi et al., 2020) and the creation or
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reinforcement of mechanisms of social exclusion due to the generic nature of initiatives
(Adam and Kreps, 2006; Newman, et al., 2017; Marién and Prodnik, 2014).

Klecun (2008) calls into question current discourse and initiatives addressing the
digital divide and their current limitations, asserting that people should be allowed to
make an informed choice concerning joining or declining to join the digital society,
something that is often portrayed as negative or a deficit and discussed in terms of
resistance or ignorance (Seale et al., 2010). Reisdorf and Rhinesmith (2018) add to
this argument stating that studies on digital inequalities often emphasize the deficits
of communities rather than their assets. As a result, digital inclusion strategies tend to
focus on bringing technology, resources and knowledge into marginalised
communities from the outside rather than tapping into the knowledge and strength that
already exists within that community. In relation to digital skills, scholars have
highlighted the limited range of digital skills sometimes offered in digital inclusion
training and support. For example, Pawluczuk, (2020) argues many digital inclusion
initiatives are corporate-led that primarily focus on functional digital literacy (such as
how to access information online) as opposed to critical digital literacy (how to critically
analyse information online). In addition, Helsper (2017) highlights how too much focus
is placed on digital skills within the rhetoric of digital inclusion initiatives. There is a
need to move away from skills and more towards the understanding of motivation and

attitudes, as the only way to engage with people if they can see the relevance for it.

This provides an opportunity for further research to explore a more critical perspective
of digital inclusion initiatives, and answer the call for social scientists to take a more
critical role within the configuration of digital interventions (Ruckenstein & Schull,
2017; Lupton, 2018; Hine, 2015). This is particularly important due to the reported
incidences of failed digital inclusion initiatives (Davies et al., 2017; Madon et al., 2009;
Tapia and Ortiz, 2010), during a period of increasing digital-by-default services and an
evolving digital inclusion landscape. Indeed, the limited research from an intermediary
perspective from digital inclusion delivery organisations provides an opportunity to
ascertain what is really happening on the ground in relation to digital inclusion initiative

delivery and the impact this has on the ‘utopian’ discourse in digital inclusion agenda.
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2.16 Conclusion and research gap

The academic discussion on digital inclusion and the provision of digital inclusion
initiatives is complex and, at times, contradictory. The interdisciplinary nature of digital
inclusion has led research to be fragmented in nature (Jaeger et al., 2012; Wagg et
al., 2020). This together with ambiguities in digital inclusion terminology, and the rapid
changing landscape of the digital world has led researchers from different disciplines
to interpret digital inclusion in different ways. Important social aspects of digital
inclusion emerged from the literature, including debates of the correlation between
digital inclusion and social inclusion and the influence of culture, trust, motivation, and
social, economic and geographical barriers to digital inclusion. The growing number
of digital inclusion frameworks used to measure peoples’ level of digital inclusion is
also highlighted. Scholars argue digital inclusion is a multilevel phenomenon that
needs to be tackled through a multilevel effort of interventions and initiatives through
policy, governments, public, private, third sector and voluntary organisations to solve
the digital divide (Marién et al., 2012; Thompson, 2016; Lépez et al., 2018; Mubarak
et al., 2020; Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020). The literature review also confirms that
digital inclusion initiative provision is a multilevel phenomenon, yet a critical discussion

of this phenomenon in the literature appears lacking.

The review provides details of studies that have investigated digital inclusion
initiatives, highlighting the split between supply-side and demand-side initiatives,
crucially revealing limited examples of demand-side initiatives that include the
provision of digital inclusion training and support as part of their approach and the role
of intermediaries in that process. The review importantly provides insights into the
drivers of such digital inclusion initiatives, and categorises approaches currently being
undertaken. A significant revelation was also the lack of underpinning theory used in
studies to discuss digital inclusion initiatives. Finally, the literature review reveals
limited research on digital inclusion initiative provision in the UK specifically in UK rural

communities.

Whilst existing studies provide important insights into digital inclusion and digital
inclusion initiatives, there is limited research that focuses on digital inclusion initiative
provision as a multilevel phenomenon. Indeed, the research that does exist lacks a

critical discussion on how stakeholders translate digital inclusion policy, how they
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tackle the delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision, and the challenges inherent
in that process. Instead, digital inclusion rhetoric tends to be dominated with a focus
on digital skills and beneficial outcomes from initiatives, rather than a more nuanced

critical discussion.

This review therefore concludes that there is a need for research that fills this gap.
Specifically, there is a need for research that investigates digital inclusion initiative
provision as a multilevel phenomenon, in the context of UK rural communities through
a theoretical lens, that considers the perspectives of stakeholders operating at multiple
levels, including those that have a national overview of digital inclusion initiative
provision (national stakeholders); intermediaries delivering digital inclusion initiative
training and support (intermediary stakeholders); and recipients of such training and
support (individual level). Moreover, there is need for research that unpicks digital
inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon, that provides insights into
the drivers, approaches, delivery strategies, and challenges inherent in the process,
and the experiences of those delivering and receiving digital inclusion training and
support. Research questions to address this research gap are listed in section 1.4.

2.17 Chapter summary

This chapter explores the current literature relating to the evolving nature of digital
inclusion initiatives that provide digital inclusion support for individuals and
communities. It begins by exploring the origins of digital inclusion research, followed
by a problematisation of the concept of digital inclusion, digital inclusion frameworks,
and highlighting ambiguities in digital inclusion research. Barriers to digital inclusion
are then explored and the challenges and experiences faced by individuals inherent

in accessing and using digital technology.

The chapter then explores the literature on digital inclusion initiatives, revealing the
drivers and differentiation of digital inclusion initiatives, and the multilevel involvement
of stakeholders in various contexts. From the literature, approaches to digital inclusion
initiatives are then summarised and essential factors and components required to

implement and deliver digital inclusion initiatives are revealed.

The limited literature on intermediary organisations and actors that deliver and provide

digital skills training and support through digital inclusion initiatives is then explored,

62



and an overview of digital literacy models and digital skills training and support is
provided.

The chapter then looks at the literature related to digital inclusion and rurality across
developed and developing countries, and then more specifically at digital inclusion
initiatives in the context of UK rural communities. The chapter concludes with a critical

overview of the digital inclusion landscape.

In the next chapter an overview is provided of existing theories used to underpin
research and a justification of the selection of Activity Theory as the theoretical
framework for this PhD study. The historical development of activity theory is
described followed by a rationale of the suitability of utilising activity theory to
investigate our understanding of the provision of digital inclusion initiatives and answer

the research questions posited.
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Chapter 3: Theoretical background

3.1 Introduction

The previous chapter identifies a relative lack of literature that explores digital inclusion
initiatives through a theoretical lens. Notable exceptions include the work of Madon et
al. (2009), Teles and Joia (2011), Mervyn et al. (2014), Correa and Pavaz (2016), and
Aires et al. (2018) who have drawn upon contemporary social theory such as Actor
Network Theory, Structuration Theory, Institutional Theory, and Activity Theory. As
explained by (Zheng, 2015), such theories emphasise a socio-technical view where
technology is not perceived as neutral, but instead ‘understood to be socially
constructed, malleable and entangled with social practices, often producing
unintended consequences’ (p.3). This chapter briefly introduces these theories and
how they have been utilised to explore digital inclusion initiatives. The chapter then
discusses Activity Theory in more depth, rationalising why it is deemed the most

suitable and appropriate theory for this thesis.

3.2 Overview of theories

3.2.1 Institutional Theory

Institutional theory is concerned with the deeper and more resilient aspects of social
structure. It considers the processes by which structures, including schemes, rules,
norms, and routines, become established as authoritative guidelines for social
behaviour (Zheng, 2015). Institutional Theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983) provides a
lens for examining organizations and their structures, operations, and efficacy. The
analytical elements outlined in this theory allow the researcher to understand the
distinct qualities at the organizational or institutional level in terms of how it functions,
what role it plays in the community it serves, its rules and norms, the resources
available for the organization, and how the organization manages change and
adaptability to new circumstances (Garrido et al., 2012). Madon et al. (2009) used
selected elements of Institutional Theory, specifically symbolic structures, social
activities, material resources, and dynamics of institutional stability to analyse the
institutionalisation processes of three digital inclusion initiatives in three developing
countries (India, South Africa and Brazil). The scholars found Institutional Theory
useful for studying digital inclusion initiatives in this way to reveal an institution’s value,

sustainability and scalability and the way in which it changes or adapts to new
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circumstances (Madon et al., 2009). While Institutional Theory has a number of
strengths helping researchers understand qualities and attributes of an organisation,
for example, a digital inclusion organisation or initiative, having emphasis of the
analysis at institutional level means the theory does not reveal such deep insights at
other levels of analysis such as the individuals who have received digital inclusion
support through the initiatives (Garrido et al., 2012).

3.2.2 Structuration Theory

Structuration Theory (Giddens, 1984) provides a lens in which to analyse a social
phenomenon whilst considering structure and agency, by introducing the notion of
interdependency between human actions and organizational structures. More
specifically, as explained by Zheng (2015), Structuration Theory enables researchers
to investigate institutional contexts in which technological adoption transforms
practices. Correa and Pavez (2016) utilised Structuration Theory in their study on
digital inclusion in rural areas in Chile. Justifying their choice of theory, Correa and
Pavez (2016) highlight that Giddens defines agency as ‘the capability of individual
actions in determining outcomes, whereas structure refers to the social system that
organizes social practices and defines the outcomes’ (p.249). More specifically, this
means that individuals have agency, but are bounded by social structures or systems,
which in turn are reinforced and reproduced through collective actions and people’s
decisions. Indeed, Giddens (1984) proposes a view of human agents and social
structure as a mutually interacting duality instead of independent conflicting agents.
Using Structuration Theory to investigate the challenges faced by people using the
Internet in isolated, rural locations, Correa and Pavez (2016) found that ‘the
negotiation between agency and structure becomes more relevant in remote, and rural
communities because geographic isolation makes the social context more decisive in
any action or decision’ (p.249). In addition, the scholars found that remote rural
communities face specific characteristics that need to be taken into account when
thinking about digital inclusion policies, such as training that is relevant to their context
and focuses on their needs.

3.2.3 Actor Network Theory
Actor-Network Theory (Callon, 1986; Latour, 1992) considers the relationships that
link people and technologies in dynamic networks. As stated by Teles and Joia (2011)
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Actor-Network Theory (ANT) ‘helps to understand the cyclical processes of
negotiation, redefinition and appropriation of interests in networks’ (p.193). Central to
actor-network theory (ANT) is the actor-network, where ‘actor(s) enrol other actors to
form a network, and mobilize the members of the network to achieve shared
objectives’ (Sein et al., 2019, p.14). Inherently unstable and dynamic, ANT advocates
that networks can be stabilised through alignment achieved through four aspects of
‘translation’, which involves problematisation, interessement, enrolment, and
mobilisation (Callon, 1986). Problematisation as in defining a problem for which a
particular technology is a solution; interessement as in getting others to accept this
problem-solution); enrolment as in defining the key roles and practices in the network;
and mobilisation by engaging others in fulfilling the roles, undertaking the practices

and linking with others in the network (Greenhalgh and Stone, 2010).

Teles and Joia (2011) highlight how ANT is especially attractive to those engaged in
studying the use and impact of technology on society, due to the fact that ANT ’treats
human artifacts on an equal footing with man in the possibility of being an actor-
network’ (p.192). In their study, Teles and Joia (2011) applied the translation
framework of ANT to evaluate the Digital Pirai programme, a digital inclusion initiative
in the city of Pirai, in Brazil. The scholars used ANT to develop a digital inclusion
model, and investigate the formation of heterogeneous networks of actors around the
components of the aforementioned model in Pirai. Using ANT as a theoretical
framework, enabled the scholars to immerse themselves in the digital inclusion
process in Pirai, to achieve a good understanding of how actor network grids had
developed in the Digital Pirai programme and establish how the city of Pirai had fared
in the digital inclusion process.

A criticism of ANT is that it has a ‘flat’ ontology where human and non-human are
given equal emphasis or symmetrical treatment, meaning that ANT would have little
to say on structure and agency, for example on institutional sources of power and
inequality (Zheng, 2015; Greenhalgh and Stone, 2010).

3.2.4 Activity Theory
Activity Theory, sometimes referred to as cultural-historical activity theory (CHAT)
provides a sociocultural, analytical framework to understand mediated actions within

an activity system (Leontev, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978). AT is useful for understanding
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complex activities, situated in cultural and historical contexts (Detlor et al., 2016), and
dynamic, in that it recognizes that activities, actions, and operations change over time
(Allen et al., 2011). Using activity as a unit of analysis, AT provides a set of interacting
elements formulated by Engestrom (1987) that include subject, object, tools, rules,
community, division of labour, and outcome. Furthermore, AT consists of a set of basic
principles: 1) object-orientated human activity; 2) multi-voicedness; 3) historicity; 4)
contradictions; and 5) transformations (Engestrom, 1999). Drawing on these
interacting elements and basic principles, ‘an activity system is the site for analysing
interaction between actors and collective structures and the use of tools, providing an
analytical framework for studying the specific activity and practices at a multilevel,
stratified manner, in context’ (Karanasios and Allen, 2014, p.531).

AT’s focus on the mediation of human behaviour through tools and technologies, its
ability to bridge the gap between structural and individual level explanations, and its
notion of extracting tensions and contradictions from an activity system, are key
strengths which scholars have drawn upon when using AT in digital inclusion research
to gain an understanding of the development and change taking place within an activity
(Engestrom, 1987). For example, in a digital inclusion study in rural schools in
Portugal, Aires (2014) identified contradictions in the dissemination of digital
technologies and digital inclusion in families and schools in rural communities
demonstrating worsening inequality and digital access. Mervyn et al. (2014) and
Mervyn et al. (2017) utilised AT to research and evaluate two contrasting UK local
government digital inclusion initiatives which provided access to local online support
and services, revealing contradictions and opportunities for change. See section 3.6
for a more detailed account of these studies, and section 3.3 for an overview of AT.

3.2.5 Comparing theories and rationalising the use of Activity Theory

A difference between Structuration Theory and AT is the focus on activity as opposed
to a broader social phenomenon and the incorporation of cultural-historical tools within
the analytical framework. However, there are complimentary aspects between the two
theoretical approaches. For example, a major similarity is that they both consider
structure and agency inseparable, as outlined above. Institutional Theory is also
congruent with some of the aspects of AT. For example, even though Institutional
theory does not focus on the concept of activity or mediating technology, its focus on
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the establishment of rules and norms for explaining behaviour is similar to the notion
of cultural-historical rules and norms in AT (Karanasios and Allen, 2013). Several
differences have been noted between ANT and AT (Miettinen, 1999; Spinuzzi, 2008).
Forinstance, ANT, avoids using concepts such as subject, object and culture, whereas
AT considers it necessary to use them in order ‘to analyze how they evolve, are
determined by each other, and change into one another’ (Miettinen, 1999 p.176).
Furthermore, ANT is underpinned by a ’flat’ ontology, where people and objects are
given equal emphasis, whereas AT is underpinned by dialectical ontology (Karanasios
and Allen, 2013; Miettinen, 1999). In addition, as highlighted by Karanasios (2014)
new social practice theories such as ANT and Structuration Theory focus on the
‘habituality of practice’, ‘making it difficult for them to make sense of changes in human
practices’ (p.3), whereas classical practice theories, such as AT, ‘emerged as a way
of understanding change and development of human practice’ (Karanasios, 2014,
p.3). For example, bringing the concepts of technology and the social together in the
AT framework, brings the use of technology into the realm of specific human activity,
countering the concern raised by scholars surrounding the absence of the role of
technology in organisational life, or privileging the social over the material (Orlikowski,
2005; Karanasios and Allen, 2014).

Most importantly, AT emphasises the notion of contradictions, a concept not explicitly
available in other contemporary social theories, which enables the examination of
contradicting perspectives represented in one activity system or across a network of
various activity systems as a means of understanding change and action (llyenkov,
1974; Engestrom, 2001; Karanasios and Allen, 2013). Such contradictions can be
viewed negatively as tensions or inefficiencies or problems within an activity system
(Kuttii, 1995), however contradictions can also be viewed as drivers for innovation,
knowledge creation and learning (Engestrom, 2000; Helle, 2000; Engestréom and
Sannino, 2011; Allen, Karanasios, & Slavova, 2011). Therefore, as highlighted by
Karanasios and Allen (2013) other theories, where the notion of contradictions is
deemphasized, or abstracted, are ‘less capable of understanding constantly evolving
and transforming activities and the dynamics, inefficiencies, and importantly,

opportunities for change’ (p.4).
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From the above discussion, AT is deemed the most suitable and appropriate theory
for this study. AT is particularly appealing as it provides a holistic framework which can
be employed as a model of analysis and an underlying conceptual framework, useful
for understanding complex situations such as the phenomenon of digital inclusion and
digital inclusion initiative provision. The use of AT allows the researcher to explore the
social, historical and collective nature of digital inclusion initiatives through multiple
perspectives, and reveal contradictions within the activity system that can lead to

future development and change.

Indeed, the emergence of contradictions represented within single activity systems
and across various activity systems, is seen by the researcher to be particularly
applicable to the aim of this study and a useful tool for investigating digital inclusion
initiatives from a multilevel perspective, as is the theory’s ability to bridge the gap
between structural and individual level explanations. More specifically, the researcher
believes there is a need to analyse contradictions within digital inclusion initiative
provision more generally to reveal the essential factors required to implement and
deliver digital inclusion initiatives in UK rural communities, the experiences of those in
receipt of digital inclusion initiative training and support, and the challenges inherent
in this process to ascertain how digital inclusion initiatives are currently approached
and how they could be potentially changed and improved. AT therefore offers a useful
lens in which to study digital inclusion initiatives. The rest of this chapter discusses the
theoretical origins and background of AT and how it has been applied in digital

inclusion research.

3.3 Theoretical origins of Activity Theory

AT is based on the concepts of the cultural-historical school of Russian psychology
centred on the unity of consciousness and activity. Developed and evolved through
the contributions of theorists such as Vvgotsky (1978), llyenkov (1977), Leont'ev
(1978) and Engestrom (1987), AT has developed into a contemporary social theory
for studying work and social activity (Karanasios and Allen, 2018), and evolved to
encompass theoretical concepts for studying collective activities and organizational
practices (Clemmensen et al., 2016). At its core, AT focuses on ‘activity—'a
purposeful, social, mediated, multilevel, and developing interaction between actors
(‘subjects’) and the objective world (‘object’) (Clemmensen et al., 2016, p. 609). AT is
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a theory-based sociocultural framework that provides a lens through which to view
mediated actions within an activity system or community and study goal-directed
activities (Leont’ev, 1978; Vygotsky, 1978). A descriptive tool rather than a predictive
theory (Karanasios, 2014), AT provides a language for understanding and making
sense of complex real-world activities situated in cultural and historical contexts
(Engestrom, 1987, 2014; Roth, 2004; Detlor et al., 2016). Activity theory bridges the
gulf between the individual subject and the societal structure by taking the object-
orientated, artefact-mediated collective activity as its unit of analysis (Engestrom,
1999).

3.4 Generations of Activity Theory

The original concept of activity theory stems from the work of Vygotsky who
emphasised the interaction between the people and the world in terms of culture and
society, emphasising that this interaction is not direct but mediated by tools (Vygotsky,
1978). Often referred to as the first-generation of AT, Vygotsky developed a triangular
unit of analysis (see Figure 1), to explain human behaviour in mediated relation to its
social-cultural environment, and to illustrate what Vygotsky referred to as the mediated
act (Vygotsky, 1981),

Psychological
tool

G

Figure 1 Mediated Act - Adapted from Viygotsky (1981)

Building on the idea of mediation, Leont’ev (1978, 1981) extended Vygotsky’s idea by
introducing the concept of activity, composed of three different units of analysis
(activity, actions, and operations). Each of the three units identified according to the
particular psychological function. lllustrated as a hierarchical structure (see Figure 2),
the top of the structure is composed of activities, which are directed to achieve
collective motives. In the middle are actions, which are directed to achieve individual
goals, and at the bottom are operations, which are identified by the conditions in which

they are carried out. Moreover, an action can become an operation through
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internalisation, and an operation can become an action through externalisation
(Leont’ev, 1978).

Action %

Figure 2 Hierarchical structure of activity - Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2009. p.64

0 bhons

Engestrom (1987) expanded Vygotsky's and Leont'ev's (1978) versions of AT by
introducing the human activity system model that elaborated the notion of collective
action and considering the wider social context of the activity by introducing several
components of the activity system: community (in and for which an activity takes
place), rules and norms, and the division of labour. Referred to as the second-
generation of AT, this conceptualization opened up the possibility to understand
different, even contradicting perspectives represented in one activity system or across
a network of various activity systems. Figure 3 below illustrates an activity system as
a unit of analysis that structures the different elements that influence an activity
(subject, object, mediating artefacts, rules, community, and division of labour). Briefly
the basic premise is the activity system illustrates that a subject, driven by a motivation
to achieve an object and desired outcome, undertakes an activity. This process is
mediated by tools and signs (mediating artefacts) in collaboration with the community.
This process is governed by cultural/historical rules and behavioural norms, and

executed by a division of labour.

Mediating artifacts

Subject Object — Outcome

Rules Community Division of labour

Figure 3 Second-generation Activity Theory (adapted from Engestrém 1999).
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Detailed assumptions associated with the elements of the activity system are outlined

as follows:

* Subject is the individual or group involved in the central activity (Engestréom, 1987)
whose position and viewpoint is adopted as the perspective of the analysis (Engestrom
and Sannino, 2010).

» Object (objective or goal) precedes and motivates activity. It refers to ‘the ‘raw
material’ or ‘problem space’ at which the activity is directed, and which is moulded or
transformed into outcomes with the help of physical and symbolic, external and
internal tools’ (Engestrém, 1993, p.67). AT effectively problematizes the object
(Karanasios, 2018) with ‘sense-making’ or reasons for the subject’'s behaviour
(Kaptelinin, 2005).

* Tools mediate the object of activity and are extensions of human agency
(Karanasios, 2018), yet carry with them culture, history and affordances (Simeonova,
2018). Mediated actions are activities that incorporate socially constructed tools to
achieve a concrete or abstract goal. Tools themselves may be concrete (e.g.
technology) or abstract (e.g. language, psychological), and both actions and tools are
shaped by the social, cultural, historical and institutional experiences of the community
(Engestrom, 1987).

+ Community comprises of the individuals and subgroups who share the general
object (Engestrom and Sannino, 2010).

* Division of labour refers to the horizontal and vertical division of power and status
(Engestréom and Sannino, 2010).

* Rules are explicit and implicit norms that regulate actions and interactions within the
system (Kuutti, 1996).

Applying these elements broadly into the context of digital inclusion initiatives as an
activity system (drawing on the findings from the literature review), stakeholders
(national and local) of digital inclusion initiatives (subjects) implement and provide
digital inclusion support (object) with the view that communities become more digitally
able and skilled (outcome). Tools or mediating artefacts used include but are not
limited to mobile devices, WiFi and online learning content; Rules and norms comprise
of digital skills training frameworks and digital regulations, as well as attitude, culture

and political climate. Community incorporates those who share a general or common

72



object in the activity, i.e., digital inclusion stakeholders such as policy makers, digital
inclusion intermediaries, tutors, volunteers, and digital inclusion beneficiaries; and
Division of labour among activity participants such as the collaboration of volunteers
and digital training tutors. Chapter 5 provides a more detailed account of digital
inclusion initiatives as an activity system within the context of this study.

Engestrom (2001) further expanded his work, through the third-generation of AT, by
acknowledging that activity systems do not exist in isolation, but in fact can be linked
with different activity systems, or joint activity or practice, which share a common
object as the unit of analysis for activity theory (Allen et al., 2013; Engestrém, 1999;
Simeonova, 2018). It emphasises the multiple perspectives or multi-voicedness
among interacting activity systems, as well as the use of diverse tools by different
subjects in achieving a common object (Daniels and Warmington, 2007; Hasu and
Engestrdm, 2000), and is concerned with examining networks of activities, where
different boundaries are crossed. For example, components of one activity system can
be analysed to see how they interact with components of another activity system. The
outcome of these systems may be the same, but may also have competing objects
(Mishra et al, 2011).

Mediating Mediating
artifacts Object, Objects artifacts
/N)jech Object4 \

Subject X Subject
Rules Community Division ‘ Division Community Rules
of labor of labor
Objects

Figure 4 Third-generation Activity Theory (Engestrom, 2001, p. 136).

Figure 4 is a minimal representation of two concurrent activity systems (as provided
by Engestrom (2001), however the objects (labelled Object 1 and Object 2 for both
activity systems) need not be identical for the two activities, although in some cases
they are. The model also takes into account that several subjects can have common
interests (Object 3).
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3.5 AT Principles

Engestrom (1999) suggests that activity theory may be summarized with the help of
five principles that represent the underlying structure and dynamics of activity. These
five principles can be summarised as i) the activity system as a unit of analysis; ii)
multi-voicedness and different perspectives; iii) historicity; iv) contradictions as a

source of change and v) expansive transformation (Engestrom and Sannino, 2010).

The first principle — the activity system — is the unit of analysis, which is object-
orientated, structured with the six elements, as illustrated in Figure 3.3, that influence
an activity. In the case of this study there are three units of analysis on digital inclusion
initiatives within the context of UK rural communities — one at national-level, one at

intermediary-level and one at individual-level which are brought together

The second principle of activity theory is multi-voicedness: the activity, for example,
involves a collective of interacting individuals, communities, and organisations who
express different interests and perspectives; therefore, in the case of this study it will
be the perspectives of national, intermediary and individual-level digital inclusion

initiative stakeholders.

The third principle emphasizes the historicity of activity: the activity system develops
over time and understanding its current form requires knowledge about its past, for

example the historical development of UK digital inclusion policy and practice.

The fourth principle focuses on the notion of contradictions within an activity. A key
tenet of Engestrom’s framework is that activity systems are constantly developing. The
development is understood in a dialectical sense as a process driven by
contradictions. As contradictions arise, they expose the dynamics, inefficiencies and,
importantly, opportunities for change within an activity (Helle, 2000; Allen et al., 2011),
where changes in one component lead to the whole system to transform (Ditsa &
Davis, 2000). Subjects initiate changes in order to resolve occurring contradictions
(Engestrom, 1999). The literature refers to contradictions as conflicts, (systemic)
tensions, or misfits and to their visible manifestations as problems, raptures, or
breakdowns and disturbances (Kuttii, 1995). Engestrom identifies four types of

contradictions in activity systems as illustrated in Figure 5 within the elements of an
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activity (e.g., tools, rules, subjects); ii) between elements of an activity (e.g., between
a subject and a tool); iii) between a central activity at one point in time and more
advanced form of the activity at a later point in time; and iv) between co-existing or
neighbouring activities (Engestrom, 1999; Karanasios and Allen, 2013). Revealing and
analysing contradictions in this study highlights issues in relation to digital inclusion
initiatives in policy and practice, deepening our understanding of the process of digital
inclusion initiatives and inherent challenges within this process.

4 < AN Culturally more
A advanced central
activity

Subject-producing activity s _ 2 ' 1 2 Object-producing activity

- 1: Primary contradiction
2 Secondary contradiction
3: Tertiary contradiction

4: Quaternary contradiction

Rule-producing activity

Figure 5 Four levels of contradiction (sourced from Karanasios, 2018)

The fifth principle refers to the possibility of expansive transformations or collective
change of the activity as a result of these contradictions, for example, developing a
new process or approach. For example, the introduction of a new digital inclusion
training tool and the implications for change this has on community engagement with
learners. Expansive learning relates to the notions of internalisation and
externalisation briefly mentioned in section 3.4, through cycles of development. ‘As
the disruptions and contradictions of the activity become more demanding,
internalisation increasingly takes the form of critical self-reflection — and
externalisation, a search for solutions increases. Externalisation reaches its peak
when a new model for the activity is designed and implemented.” (Engestrom, 1999,
p.33-34). The different levels of contradiction relate to different stages of the cycle. For

example, primary contradictions trigger stages of questioning and secondary
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contradictions provoke analysing actions (Foot, 2014). Figure 6 below shows the
seven stages of the expansive learning cycle as proposed by Engestrom (1999).

7. Consolidating Primary Contradiction need
state

the new practice
1. Questioning

/ \

Quaternary Contradiction
realignment with neighbours
6.Reflection on the process

Examining the Secondary
Contradictions double bind
2a. Historical analysis

3 2b Actual empirical analysis

5. Implementing the new model A 4
Tertiary Contradiction resistance 3. Modelling the new solution

4. New model /

Figure 6 Cycle of expansive learning (Engestrém, 1999b)

3.6 Application of Activity Theory

The application of AT has been dominated by research in learning and development
in educational, workplace and organisational environments (Engestrom et al., 1999;
Blackler et al., 2000), and has inspired theoretical reflection in a variety of fields
including organisation studies (e.g., Engestrdm, 2000); management (e.g.,
Jarzabkowski, 2003); culture (e.g., Ash, 2014); education (e.g., Roth and Lee, 2007);
Information and Communications Technologies for Development (ICT4D) (e.g.,
Karanasios, S. and Allen, D. (2013); Human Computer Interaction and system design
(e.g., Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2009) and information systems (Karanasios and Allen,
2013, 2018; Clemmensen, Kaptelinin, and Nardi, 2006; Karanasios, 2014).

Used as an analytical tool to study, analyse, describe and understand human activity
and the use of technology in various contexts, AT has been used as a ‘framework for
analysing interactions between professionals and their clients that includes not only
the interpersonal/communicative aspects of those relationships, but also the cultural,
historical, political and economic dimensions’ (Foot, 2014, p.3). For example, AT has
been used in illuminating the interactions between doctors and patients; social workers
and their clients; teachers and their students; healthcare and social service provider
organisations (Foot, 2014). Indeed, AT scholars emphasise AT’s potential utility for
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analysing evolving and complex practices due to its multi-dimensional, systemic
approach (Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2006; Foot, 2013, 2014; Yliruka and Karvinen-
Niinikoski, 2013).

Engestrdm (2001), specifically highlights how third-generation AT is suitable to study
inter-organization where activity systems of two or more agencies are interacting (as
illustrated in Figure 3.4). Engestrom’s (2001) study exploring the relationships and
contradictions between a health centre, a children’s hospital and a patient’s family in
Helsinki demonstrates this concept. More recent examples of where third-generation
AT has been used to investigate multi-agency work include work by Daniels et al.
(2010); Mishra et al. (2011); and Allen et al. (2014). For example, Mishra et al.
investigated the relationships and contradictions between a fire, police and ambulance
service in the UK. However, the application of AT in the field of digital inclusion
appears relatively scarce. Notable exceptions as mentioned earlier include qualitative
studies by Mervyn et al. (2012, 2014, 2017) and Aires (2014), which used AT
predominantly as a lens to problematise and study the inter-organization of digital

inclusion initiative provision.

Aires (2014) utilised AT in a longditudinal study to explore the opinions of parents and
teachers on the Magellan (Magalhdes) digital inclusion initiative in Portugal, to
investigate common understandings and contradictions in the dissemination of digital
technologies and digital inclusion in families and schools in rural communities. In her
study, Aires highlights the usefulness of AT as it provides a flexible framework in which
to study different aspects of educational technology, and the notion of contradictions
is used to explicate tensions in using technology in home and school environments.
Contradictions revealed in the study include a mismatch of expectations and
pedagogical practices between teachers and parents where teachers had a low level
of involvement in the use of the laptops for learning in their classes in school,
compared to parents’ intensive involvement in the home, who explored the laptop with
their children through play and developing technical skills. Furthermore, despite the
termination of the digital inclusion initiative and out-of-date laptops, in the face of
worsening inequality of digital access, measures that aid the domestication of
computer technology in economically and educationally deprived households can
contribute to digital and social inclusion.
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Mervyn et al. (2012, 2014, 2017) used AT to provide a theoretical and analytical
framework as part of their research looking at two contrasting digital inclusion
initiatives, delivered by two UK local government agencies which provided access to
local online support and services. The study applied the basic principles of AT
(discussed above in section 3.5) by drawing upon Wilson’s Activity Process model
(2006) to describe the work activities of those impacted by the initiatives - council
workers and third sector workers - involved in the implementation and delivery of the
initiatives and social support; and the socially excluded people themselves involved in
claiming welfare benefits online. The first initiative advocated a ‘laissez-faire’
approach, with non-state involvement that focussed primarily on achieving the
provision of physical access to the Internet and online services. Whereas the second
initiative took a more ‘interventionist’ and centrally planned approach to service
provision with the use of intermediaries. Findings revealed that the ‘information needs
of socially excluded individuals are much more complex than technology developers
and government presuppose’ (Mervyn et al., 2014, p.1100) and in some cases the
technology itself presented a barrier. It was also found that without human
intermediaries, a layer of complexity is added to the process of accessing and

exploiting public sector information and services.

In both instances, these studies specifically draw on the AT principles of multi-
voicedness and contradictions and highlight how AT enables a multi-faceted analysis
of the multi-agency stakeholders involved in the implementation, delivery and social
support of digital inclusion initiatives. For example, using the elements of AT, Mervyn
et al. (2014) identified the motivation and goals of each initiative, the higher level
objective, the tools, the rules and norms, the division of labour, the community of
stakeholders, the expected outcomes, the evaluative criteria to assess project success
and the areas of tension and contradiction. Furthermore, these studies show, how AT
is not merely a methodology, it is a theoretical framework valuable in the analysis of
human practices on the multiple dimensions of individual activities and social
interaction (Kuutti, 1996). Most importantly, these studies demonstrate that AT
provides a valuable theoretical lens in which to study digital inclusion initiatives and

thus a suitable framework for this PhD study.
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3.7 Applying AT to this study

In this study, the researcher draws upon the work of Engestrom, utilising the third-
generation of AT (see Figure 4) and is framed through the guidance of the underlying
principles of AT as outlined in section 3.5, as a theoretical and analytical framework.
The study relies on AT as a framework in general and specifically the principles of
contradictions and multi-voicedness to bring meaning and sense to the complexities
of digital inclusion initiatives and digital inclusion support. A specific focus on
contradictions provides an opportunity to understand how digital inclusion initiatives
perform, innovate and change during implementation and delivery, but also in how
delivery is experienced and received through support. A specific focus on multi-
voicedness enables the examination of digital inclusion initiatives through multiple
perspectives, in the case of this study, through the perspectives of digital inclusion
stakeholders involved in the implementation and delivery of digital inclusion initiatives
(national and intermediary-level stakeholders), and through the perspectives of those
who have received digital inclusion support (individual-level) as explained in chapter
4. It should be noted that while this study refers to the multi-level nature of digital
inclusion initiative provision, it does not explicitly draw on the hierarchical, (multi-level)

structure of activity namely, activity, action and operation (Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2009).

The study draws on activity systems with the intention of revealing an understanding
of the complexity of digital inclusion initiative provision by exploring the interplay of the
elements within a single activity system at national-level, intermediary-level, and
individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders, and then by bringing these three activity
systems together as shown in the findings in chapter 5, section 5.5.

Yamagata-Lynch (2010) advocates the benefits of using AT as an analytical tool, or
more specifically incorporating AT systems analysis in qualitative research by offering
researchers the opportunity to make sense of complex real-world data sets through a)
working with a manageable unit of analysis, b) finding systemic implications, c)
understanding systemic contradictions and tensions, and d) communicating findings

from the analyses.

Engestrom’s five principles are particularly useful for this study as they can be used to

conceptualise the research findings by providing a framework of the activity under
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investigation and reveal the underlying structure and dynamics that shape the activity.
This is in turn will reveal how the activity under investigation functions, provide insights
into the complexity of digital inclusion initiatives from a national, intermediary and
individual-level perspective, and offer answers to the research questions posed. The
concept of contradictions, as mentioned in section 3.5, is particularly useful for this
study as the identification and analysis of these contradictions helps to understand the
dynamic interaction between technology and humans which in turn can be used to
inform and improve digital inclusion policy and practice. Ultimately identifying
contradictions in and across the activity systems are integral to answering this study’s
research questions and highlighting opportunities for change and development.

3.8 Chapter summary

The following chapter will discuss the research design of this study, the philosophical
beliefs informing the choice of research methods, and their appropriateness to this
study. This is followed by a discussion on the approach to data analysis for this study
including the employment of Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke 2006) supported
by the use of AT as an analytical framework.
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Chapter 4: Methodology and Research Design

4.1 Introduction

The focus of this chapter will be to discuss the research design of the study, the
philosophical beliefs informing the choice of research methods, and their
appropriateness to this study. It begins with a discussion of critical realism as the
underpinning philosophy for this study, followed by an overview of the research
strategy and design including methods of collecting data and ethical considerations.
This is followed by a discussion on data analysis including the employment of
Thematic Analysis supported by the use of Activity Theory (AT) as an analytical
framework. At this point the researcher would like to highlight that whilst digital
inclusion as a topic is interdisciplinary, as identified from the literature review, this
chapter will draw on literature predominantly from information systems and

management to support the points being made.

4.2 Research Philosophy

When considering choice of methodology and research design, it is important to reflect
on our own philosophical assumptions of the worldview or research paradigm.
Selection of a philosophy for research is a strategic choice that leads the researcher
to generate, analyse, and evaluate data by applying appropriate methods (Orlikowski
and Baroudi, 1991; Maxwell, 2008; Creswell, 2009). Guba and Lincoln (1994) define
a paradigm as a basic set of beliefs or worldview that guides research action or an
investigation. As stated by Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) ‘a paradigm constitutes the
abstract beliefs and principles that shape how a researcher sees the world and how
s/he interprets and acts within that world’ (p.26), thus researchers who share a
paradigm share a particular set of rules and standards for practice. According to
Denzin and Lincoln (2011) a philosophical paradigm encompasses four elements
namely: axiology; epistemology; ontology and methodology. Axiology refers to values
and the ethical issues that need to be considered when planning a research study;
epistemology concerns how the researcher knows the world or more specifically ‘how
we know what we know’ (Crotty, 1998, p. 8). Bryman argues that when considering an
approach to research, epistemological issues are central to the framing of the research
questions and the choice of methodology; they ask ‘what is appropriate knowledge

about the world?’ (2008, p.4). Blaikie (1993) describes ontology as ‘claims or
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assumptions that a particular approach to social enquiry makes about the nature of
social reality’, (p.6). Even more broadly, Silverman (2006), states it is ‘what reality is
like and the basic elements it contains’ (p.13). Methodology concerns the means of
gaining knowledge about the world and the actual techniques used to collect and
analyse data. Having an understanding of these four elements ultimately helps a
researcher reflect on their philosophical orientation as they ‘comprise the basic
assumptions, beliefs, norms and values that each paradigm holds’ (Kivunja and Kuyini
(2017, p.27).

Various philosophies, including positivism, post-positivism, constructivism,
interpretivism, critical realism, and pragmatism can be applied for academic research
(Myers, 2009). Dominant research orientations that have been regularly adopted to
investigate social contexts and situations are Positivist and Interpretive (Orlikowski
and Baroudi, 1991; Myers, 2009; Guba and Linclon, 1994; Neuman, 2005). Indeed,
the dominance of positivism and interpretivism, specifically in information systems

research, is acknowledged by scholars (Wynn and Williams, 2012; Allen et al. 2013.)

Positivism is often associated with techniques that employ the scientific method of
studying human action (Schwandt, 2007). In a positivist view of the world, science is
regarded as the only way to uncover truth in order to predict and control phenomena
and phenomena can always be observed and tested. The key beliefs that are
commonly associated with positivism include causation, and deductive reasoning
(Brewer, 2003). Indeed, researchers adopting this philosophy often work with
quantitative data and hence hypothesis testing is typically part of the research. Thus,
positivism primarily involves research with numerical data, which are used to measure
and explain social phenomena statistically (Bryman, 2004). In terms of the four
assumptions of a paradigm, for the positivist paradigm, Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) state
that ‘its epistemology is said to be objectivist, its ontology naive realism, its
methodology experimental, and its axiology beneficence’ (p.31). The nature of the aim
and objectives of this study are not focussing on the measurable nor is it seeking to
verify hypotheses. Indeed, positivism focuses only on what can be observed and
cannot account for how people understand the actions of themselves and others, or
how social reality is constructed. As such a positivist research philosophy was found
to be inappropriate and therefore rejected for this study.

82



In comparison, interpretivism is a research philosophy that is usually associated with
qualitative approaches and natural setting, that assumes a subjectivist epistemology,
a relativist ontology, a naturalist methodology, and a balanced axiology (Kivunja and
Kuyini (2017). The central endeavour of the Interpretivist paradigm is to understand
the subjective world of human experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1989) and ‘to get into the
head of the subjects being studied to understand and interpret what the subject is
thinking or the meaning s/he is making of the context’ (Kivunja and Kuyini, 2017, p.33).
Hence, the key tenet of the interpretivist paradigm is that reality is socially constructed
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1998). In this paradigm, theory does not precede research but
follows it so that it is grounded on the data generated by the research act, thus data
are gathered and analysed in a manner consistent with grounded theory (Strauss &
Corbin, 1990). While this study takes account of individual understanding and
experience; if it adopted a purely subjectivist approach, many aspects of context that
act as influential factors would be missed or downplayed. As a result, interpretivism

was also rejected for this study.

Many scholars criticise the dominance of positivist and interpretivist approaches and
see the application of such paradigms in the field of social sciences as problematic
(Orlikowski and Baroudi, 1991). One example is Bhaskar (1998) who argues against
positivism by suggesting that ‘science is not merely a matter of recording constant
conjunctions of observable events but is instead concerned with objects, entities and
structures that exist (even if they are not observable) and generate or cause
observable events’ (p. 23). The interpretive research philosophy has also been subject
to criticism. One such criticism is that research from this perspective does not expose
or place emphasis on the unintended consequences of action, which by definition
cannot be made clear by simply explaining the intentions of the humans concerned.
In addition, the interpretivists’ low priority to discovering any historical explanation of
how participants come to be in a particular situation may also be seen to be an inherent

weakness of interpretivism.

These criticisms of interpretivist and positivist approaches have led scholars to search
for a ‘third way’ (Allen et al. 2013, p. 835) beyond both positivism and interpretivism
and call for more critical paradigms. One such approach put forward and favoured by
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the researcher of this study is Critical Realism (Bhaskar, 1975; Mingers, 2004; Sayer,
2000).

When commencing the research into understanding the provision of digital inclusion
initiatives in UK rural communities, the researcher continuously asked herself what is
really going on here? And what is the real issue? Indeed, the researcher believes that
a reality exists independent of human thinking which includes not only observable
phenomena but also abstract or hypothetical entities. As such, this train of thought
steered the researcher towards a critical realist world view. Furthermore, the nature of
the aim and objectives of the study is not only to investigate, understand and
document, but is also to provide a critical analysis and question the current thinking
and socially constructed assumptions related to digital inclusion initiatives. Thus, the
critical realist philosophy was deemed appropriate for this study. The central tenets of
critical realism and how they relate to this study are discussed below:

4.3 Critical Realism

Advocates of critical realism believe the world is structured, stratified, differentiated
and changing (Wynn and Williams, 2020). Critical realism is an approach that allows
for an understanding that the world exists independently of our thinking about it
(Zachariadis, Scott and Barrett, 2010), yet it is subject to our own subjective
interpretation. It also recognises that this interpretation may be fallible, so it is not
possible to perceive the real world in its true form (Robson, 2002). Therefore, this
perspective is critical of our ability to know reality with certainty.

Critical realism offers opportunities to investigate complex organizational phenomena
in a holistic manner, such as this study. As explained by Wynn and Williams (2012)
‘critical realism is positioned as an alternative to the positivist and interpretivist
paradigms, and leverages elements of both to provide new approaches to developing
knowledge’ (p.787). Danermark et al. (2002) highlight that the main characteristic of
critical realism is that it involves a shift in focus from the epistemology to the ontology
and within the ontology a move from events to mechanisms. Critical realism therefore
pays attention not only to observable events in the world, but seeks to understand the
deeper structures, mechanisms and processes that generated those events (Wynn
and Williams, 2012; Bhaskar, 1975; Mingers, 2004; Sayer, 2000). Thus, if one is to
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understand the ‘real issue’ there must be a focus on mechanisms and not solely on
empirically observable events (Danermark et al., 2002, p.5). As highlighted by Robson
(2002) critical realism is critical in that it does not accept at face value the accounts of
social actors, but criticises the practices and understandings within which it studies.
Furthermore Mingers et al. (2013) suggest critical realism has the ability to offer
‘exciting prospects in shifting attention toward the real problems that we face and their
underlying causes, and away from a focus on data and methods of analysis’ (p. 795).
A summary of the key assumptions within the realm of critical realism are tabulated
below in Table 6.

Table 4.1 Key assumptions within the realm of critical realism

Ontological assumptions Epistemological assumptions

Independent and objective reality Mediated knowledge

Stratified reality Objective is to explain and not predict

Emergence Gain knowledge of unobservable mechanisms

Society as open systems Knowledge is fallible and there are multiple possible
explanations

Table 6 Key assumptions within the realm of critical realism

Critical realism therefore supports this study in a number of ways. Firstly, as identified
from the literature review, digital inclusion as a research topic is interdisciplinary in
nature which suffers from a fragmented research landscape. Danermark (2002),
Bhaskar and Danermark (2006) and, Price (2014) highlight the importance of
approaching interdisciplinarity in a philosophical way, claiming that critical realism is a
fruitful way to cope with the philosophical challenges evident in interdisciplinary
research to address the complexity of real world issues. Indeed, recent work by
Danermark (2019) on applied interdisciplinary research emphasises how critical
realism has the ability to sustain and strengthen interdisciplinary research.
Furthermore, examples in the literature of research on digital inclusion exist where
critical realism has been applied as an underpinning research philosophy (Clarida et
al., 2016), including examples in information systems research (Allen et al, 2013;
Sylvester et al., 2017).

Secondly, as highlighted in the previous chapter this project is utilising AT as an
analytical framework. Part of the decision to use this approach involved the researcher
considering how critical realism works with AT. Simeonova (2017), Allen et al., (2013)
and Wheelahan (2007) all assert how critical realism can be blended with AT and how
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it allows ontological depth. Simeonova (2017) specifically highlights how critical
realism contributes to AT by helping to ‘explore the deeper levels of structures,
mechanisms, and relationships that enhance or obstruct the events/outcome’ (p.7).
Furthermore, the idea of the fallibility of human nature in critical realism fits well with
Engestrom’s (1999) notions of contradictions within an activity system as described in
chapter 3, section 3.5. As Bhaskar highlights, if false understandings, and actions
based on them, can be identified, this provides an impetus for change (Bhaskar, 1986).
An outline of how AT was utilised as part of the data analysis of this research is
provided in section 4.9. How critical realism supports the research design of this study
is incorporated into the discussion below.

4.4 Research design and strategy

Research design and strategies are frameworks for the collection and analysis of data
(Bryman 2004, p.26). This study was developed utilising a qualitative exploratory case
study strategy which sought to gather data from multiple stakeholders at national,
intermediary and individual levels involved in UK digital inclusion initiatives. Details of
the research design are elaborated on in the following sections.

4.4.1 Qualitative research

Critical realism looks beyond the classical debate of qualitative versus quantitative
approaches to research, instead referring to intensive and extensive approaches. For
example, Danermark et al. (2002) highlight that ‘the research process involves an
intensive and extensive element’ (p.167), intensive in that the ‘empirical procedure
contains substantial elements of data collecting and analyses of a qualitative kind’
(p.163), and extensive in that the ‘procedure has to do with quantitative data collecting
and statistical analysis’ (p.163). Although critical realism supports pluralism, scholars
have identified that critical realists tend to have humanist leanings, thus favouring
‘intensive’ methods over ‘extensive’ methods (Sayer, 2000). Indeed, as stated by
Zachariadis, Scott and Barrett, (2010), ‘based on the stratified ontology of critical
realism, qualitative methods are justified as being important in order to dig into the
‘real’ and uncover the mechanisms and structures that cause the events we actually

observe and experience into the ‘empirical’ domain’ (n.p.).
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More broadly a qualitative approach was considered suitable for this study due to the
need to look for ‘a complex, detailed understanding’ of the issue under scrutiny
(Creswell, 2009, p.40). By its very nature, qualitative research methods provide
researchers with relatively richer, more flexible, context-orientated data to gain a better
understanding of the real world (Mason, 2002) and seeks to understand what people
believe, how they feel, and how they interpret events (Gorman and Clayton, 2005).
More specifically, due to the multi-faceted nature of digital inclusion initiatives
(Tsatsou, 2011, Bach et al., 2013), a qualitative approach was deemed suitable for
this study as it adopts openness in the research approach, aiming less at testing
existing or hypothesised knowledge and more at discovering new aspects of the topic
under study (Flick 2015, 11). Furthermore, AT (utilised in this study) can be used as a
supplementary tool in qualitative approaches (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010), and offers a
‘holistic and contextual method of discovery that can be used to support qualitative
research’ (Hashim and Jones, 2007, p.1). Therefore, the decision was made to

conduct this study utilising an intensive, qualitative approach.

Common research strategies in qualitative research include case study, ethnography,
phenomenology, narrative inquiry and grounded theory (Myers, 2009; Creswell, 2009)
which are characterized by specific design assumptions, sampling procedures, data

collection, and data analysis protocols as outlined in Table 7.

Approach Description

Ethnography An approach in which the researcher studies an intact cultural group in a
natural setting over a prolonged period of time.

Grounded Theory An approach in which the researcher derives a general abstract theory of a
process, action or interaction grounded in the view of the participant.

Case Study An approach in which the researcher explores in depth a program, event,
activity, process, phenomena.

Phenomenology An approach in which the researcher identifies the essence of human
experiences about a phenomenon as described by participants.

Narrative inquiry An approach in which the researcher studies the lives of the individuals and
asks one or more individuals to provide stories about their lives.

Table 7 Summary of qualitative inquiry strategies (Creswell, 2009, p.18)

Critical realism does not obligate the researcher to utilise a particular research
approach or strategy (Wynn and Williams, 2012; Javidroozi et al., 2018), as it is a
heterogeneous philosophy that ‘clarifies the way to move from action to outcome and
assists the researcher in selecting a strategy and method for study based on a
research question and its characteristics’ (Javidroozi et al., 2018, .n.d.). Consideration
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was given to the qualitative strategies outlined above. For example, a
phenomenological approach was considered for this research. Creswell defines
phenomenology as ‘a strategy of inquiry in which the researcher identifies the essence
of human experiences about a phenomenon as described by participants’ (2009,
p.13). Phenomenology focuses on sense experiences as the source of knowledge.
The focus on experience rather than the underlying structures and mechanisms differs
from the critical realist approach favoured by the researcher. A Grounded Theory
approach was excluded as the aim of the study is not to generate theory, but to
investigate and explore. Ethnography was also excluded as a research strategy, as it
‘involves direct and sustained contact with human beings, in the context of their daily
lives, over a prolonged period of time’ (O’'Reilly, 2012, p.3). Although aspects of
ethnography were drawn upon, such as reflexivity, the most appropriate approach to
address the research problem of this study was deemed to be case study as discussed

next.

4.4.2 Case study approach

With respect to critical realism, Easton (2010) believes that case study conforms with
critical realism philosophy, and is well-suited for investigating complex events in
information systems research subjects, such as inter-organisational relationships and
flow of information amongst them. Indeed, Wynn and Williams (2012) highlight how
several critical realist scholars have identified case study as ‘the best approach to
explore the interaction of structure, events, actions and context to identify and
explicate casual mechanisms’ (p.795).

More broadly, case study research is consistently described as a versatile form of
qualitative inquiry most suitable for a comprehensive, holistic, and in-depth
investigation of a complex issue (phenomena, event, process, social situation,
organization, programme, individual or group) in context, where the boundary between
the context and issue is unclear and contains many variables (Creswell, 2014;
Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2006; Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). Case study research can be
used to study a range of topics and purposes, however, an essential requisite for
employing case study stems from the motivation to illuminate the understanding of
complex phenomena (Merriam, 2009; Stake, 2006). Thomas (2010) states that the
case study is particularly good for getting a ‘rich picture and gaining analytical insights
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from it" and is about ‘seeing something in its completeness, looking at it from many
angles’ (p. 23). Numerous examples of case studies exist within digital inclusion
research (Hepburn, 2018; Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012).

Furthermore, case study methodology is recommended for research that adopts AT
because it provides an ‘extended, holistic view that allows for the contribution of
multiple perspectives (Barab, Evans, and Baek, 2004, p.208). Indeed, Yamagata-
Lynch (2010) argued that case-study research was particularly compatible with AT
analyses because ‘activity systems analysis involves the examination of self-sustained
systems that are difficult to remove from the context and when investigators engage
in data collection and analysis they need to be able to treat goal-directed actions,
object-oriented activities, and activity settings as separate yet highly interrelated
bounded systems’ (p.79). Moreover, as referred to in section 4.3, using critical realism

as the underpinning philosophy with AT provides ontological depth.

The most common definitions of case study come from the work of Stake (1995),
Merriam (2009) and Yin (2009, 2014). For example, Yin's (2014) two-part definition
focuses on the scope, process, and methodological characteristics of case study
research, emphasizing the nature of inquiry as being empirical, and the importance of
context to the case. While Stake (1995) takes a more flexible stance concerned with
rigor in the processes, maintains a focus on what is studied (the case) rather than how
it is studied (the method). Merriam (2009) includes what is studied and the products
of the research when defining case study as ‘an in-depth description and analysis of
a bounded system’ (p.40). Like Stake, Merriam emphasises the defining feature of
case study research as being the object of the study (the bounded system; i.e. the
case) adding that case study research focuses on a particular thing and that the
product of an investigation should be descriptive and heuristic in nature.

Case study research has sometimes been criticised for lacking scientific rigour and
providing little basis for external validity or generalisation (i.e. producing findings that
may be transferable to other settings). In some instances, case study can allow
theoretical (as opposed to statistical) generalisation beyond the particular case being
studied. It largely depends on the design of the case study that best addresses the
aim of the study and the researcher's worldview. Indeed, there are differences in how

case study is understood depending on the philosophical position of the researcher
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and how case study is advocated by specific authors. For example, case studies citing
Yin are largely positivist in approach whereas case studies citing Stake are largely
interpretivist in approach. Suggestions on how to design a critical realist case study
are less cited in the literature. Examples include suggestions by Wynn and Williams
(2012) and Easton (2010). However, there is a tendency of ignoring the philosophical
position of case study research, evidenced where studies have drawn on more than
one approach, either intentionally or unintentionally, which can be problematic in

understanding and interpreting the various approaches of the case study research.

Wynn and Williams (2012) propose a methodological framework revolving around five
principles derived from the ontological and epistemological assumptions of critical
realism as shown in Table 8.

Explication of events to identify and abstract the events being studied as distinguished from empirical

experiences

Explication of structure and context to identify components of the social and physical structure, the

contextual environment, and the relationship between them

Retroduction to identify and elaborate upon powers/tendencies of structure that may have interacted

to generate the explicated events

Empirical collaboration to ensure that the proposed mechanisms have casual power and that they

have better explanatory power than alternatives

Using triangulation and multi methods to employ multiple approaches to support casual analysis

based on a variety of data types and sources, analytical methods, investigators, and theories

Table 8 Five principles of critical realist case study. Adapted from Wynn and Williams (2020).

Put more simply, Easton (2010) proposes a six-step process in order to conduct a

critical realist case study.

1. The phenomenon to be studied should be complex, dynamic and relatively
clearly bounded.

2. The research question should be of the form ‘what caused the events
associated with the phenomenon to occur’.

3. The objects or entities which characterize the phenomenon should be
identified, taking into account necessary as well as contingent relations among
them.

4. Data should be collected through several collection techniques, with a particular

focus on plausible causal mechanisms.
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5. Data should be interpreted through retroductive logic and taking into account
double hermeneutic - the knowledge in the scientific community as well as in
the phenomenon under study.

6. Alternative explanations should be compared through ‘judgemental rationality’
(reasoned, provisional and public discussion of alternative judgements about
reality.

Drawing on the guidelines offered by Easton (2010) and Wynn and Williams (2012,
2020), this study has developed an exploratory qualitative case study, underpinned by
the philosophy of critical realism. Easton (2010) suggests how a critical realist case
study approach is suitable for complex phenomena such as ‘interorganisational
relationships or nets of connected organisations’ (p.123). The object of the case study
or entity of interest is digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon.
This resonates Easton’s suggestion as revealed in the literature review, digital
inclusion initiative provision is complex and multifaceted that incorporates cross-sector
stakeholder involvement across various levels of operation. Since the aim of this
research is not in finding generalisable theoretical constructs by comparing several
cases, but rather to understand a unique case through a holistic exploration, a single
case setting can be seen as the most appropriate. Indeed, critical realist case studies
are not concerned about statistical generalisation to populations, but instead, are
meant for hypothesising causal mechanisms that have generated observed outcomes
in a case (Tsang, 2013). Details of the steps taken to ensure rigour and quality
research are detailed in section 4.6 and 4.7.

The boundaries of the case study are drawn to the current state of digital inclusion
initiative provision in the UK, with specific attention given to stakeholders involved in
digital inclusion initiative provision operating at a national level; intermediary
stakeholders that operate in one of three selected rural regions of the UK with
populations at increased risk of multiple deprivation and likely digital exclusion; and
individual stakeholders who have received digital inclusion support in one of those
three specific rural locations in the UK. Individual-level stakeholders residing in urban
areas were excluded from this study, as were corporate actors and stakeholders from
Northern Ireland who were not included in the scope of this study, due to time

constraints and complexity in accessing such actors. To clarify the case study was
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further bounded by its rural context, with a specific focus on three rural regions with
populations at increased risk of digital exclusion. One was in the highlands of Scotland,
one was in North Wales and one was in North east England, regions targeted with

digital inclusion initiative provision at the time of data collection.

As suggested by Easton (2010), research questions (see section 1.4) have been
formulated to gain an understanding of ‘what caused the events associated with the
phenomenon to occur’ (p.123). This requires addressing ‘how’ and ‘why’ questions,
which fit well with the focus of this study. The objects or entities which characterize
the phenomenon are digital inclusion initiatives and stakeholders operating at multiple
levels to achieve a shared objective of digital inclusion provision. A multilevel
framework of stakeholders is outlined in section 4.4.4. Different sources of data
collection are proposed to meet the complexity of the case and to build a
comprehensive case study. Data collection is through semi-structured interviews and
focus groups, observations and document analysis as outlined in section 4.8. Using
this range of data collection methods enabled ‘triangulation’ of the data sources in
order to enhance the reliability and validity of the research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985;
Bryman, 2012). Interview questions were informed from the findings of the literature
review, mapped against AT elements and principles, and framed to get an
understanding of digital inclusion initiative provision within the UK and UK rural

communities.

Data collection and analysis of interviews, focus groups, policy documents and
observations are theory driven guided by AT and supported by Thematic Analysis
(Braun and Clarke, 2006) to allow the data to ‘speak’. This was an iterative process
where retroductive/abductive reasoning embedded within critical realism was
considered. This was achieved through the lens of AT which played an important role
in integrating different sources of data and examining emerging themes. More
specifically through the use of AT the findings are described through the interacting
elements of three separate activity systems, where primary and secondary
contradictions are revealed. The analysis then takes a further step by bringing the
three activity systems together to form a multilevel analysis to illustrate how linkages
and mechanisms emerge at one level and activate or interact with mechanisms at

other levels, revealing contradictions and tensions within the phenomenon of interest.
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See section 4.9 outlining the data analysis process and chapter 5 for a thorough
account of the findings and analysis of the study. Analysis of the findings are further
scrutinised where alternative explanations are compared through ‘judgemental

rationality’ as discussed in chapter 6.

4.4.3 Case study context and scope

This qualitative case study was undertaken at a point in time when the UK'’s
government’s digital strategy (Cabinet Office 2013; DCMS, 2017), specifically the UK
government’s digital inclusion policy (Cabinet Office, 2014; DCMS, 2017) and digital-
by-default agenda had received significant bolstering. These digital inclusion policies
set out how government and partners from the public, private and voluntary sectors
should come together to increase digital inclusion, and develop ideas for national
initiatives, to help people become capable of using and benefiting from the internet
(Cabinet Office, 2013). Importantly, although digital inclusion is part of the UK’s
government’s digital strategy, digital inclusion is a devolved issue, and as such each
nation of the UK has its own digital inclusion policy, resulting in an escalation of

national, regional and local digital inclusion initiatives.

With a surge of digital inclusion initiative activity across the UK, against a backdrop of
services being moved online, this study took the opportunity to investigate the
provision of digital inclusion initiatives as a multilevel phenomenon, with a specific
focus on UK rural communities at risk of digital exclusion. Drawing on existing
quantitative data (Lloyds Bank Digital Index, 2017; Ofcom, 2017; Tech Partnership,
2017), the three rural locations selected for this study were chosen in relation to their
rurality, isolation, level of multiple deprivation, and risk of likely digital exclusion,
specifically LXXXXXXX in North West England, SXXXX in the Highlands of Scotland,
and GXXXXX in North Wales. It should be stipulated the study based its definition of
‘rural’ as any settlement with a resident population of less than 10,000 (DEFRA, 2017).
The three rural locations were also selected on the basis of their level of digital
inclusion initiative activities (past and present). For example, the locations in England
and in Scotland were both changed in the initial stages of the study to locations that
were more fruitful for providing examples of digital inclusion initiatives and recruiting
research participants. The researcher acknowledges a limitation of this project is the
exclusion of Northern Ireland.
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This study was not about comparing digital inclusion initiative provision between three
rural regions in England, Scotland and Wales. Indeed, it should be emphasised that
inclusion of all digital inclusion initiatives affecting rural communities in the UK was
beyond the scope of this study. Nor was this study about comparing digital inclusion
initiative provision in urban areas with rural areas. This study was more about
investigating the provision of digital inclusion initiatives as a multilevel phenomenon to
provide a picture (although not comprehensive) of digital inclusion initiative provision
that is currently happening within the context of UK rural communities. This in turn
provided the researcher with the opportunity to analyse this situation of enquiry and
gain a deeper understanding of the complexities of implementing digital inclusion

solutions, particularly in UK rural communities.

Such a qualitative examination is vital to inform the current digital inclusion initiative
evidence base which is largely focused on outcomes rather than on the spectrum of
people and processes that can shape and influence digital inclusion policy and
practice. Understanding and addressing these factors is particularly pressing, as
digital policy and digitalisation agendas push ahead while sub-groups of society
struggle with digital (Hepburn, 2018; Townsend et al., 2013).

4.4.4 Multilevel framework

The research design and strategy for this study is further expanded with a multilevel
framework, developed as a conceptual guide that could be applied to provide a more
comprehensive picture of the mechanisms, structures and stakeholder involvement in
digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities. From the literature review,
in Chapter 2, it was ascertained that digital inclusion initiatives are multifaceted in that
they are affected by socio-cultural factors such as policy, environment, and structure.
Furthermore digital inclusion initiatives are carried out through a plethora of
organisations and institutions that operate at multitude of levels, from national
governments and organisations that operate at national-level, through to regional,
local and hyper-local community organisations and actors that operate as
intermediaries at intermediary-level that engage, implement and deliver digital
inclusion initiatives for those that require digital inclusion support at individual-level.
It can therefore be ascertained that digital inclusion initiatives are multileveled in

nature. Therefore considering the aim of this research to investigate digital inclusion
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initiative provision in the context of UK rural communities, a multilevel research
approach is required from national, intermediary and individual levels, to
understand the provision of UK digital inclusion initiatives, and how digital inclusion

initiatives are driven, approached, implemented, delivered and received.

This resulted in the researcher developing a multilevel framework as a conceptual
guide that could be applied to explore the provision of digital inclusion initiatives in UK
rural communities across three levels of stakeholders - national, intermediary, and

individual as illustrated in Figure 7

National level

A

Intermediary Individual
level level

Figure 7 Multilevel framework for case study design

Therefore, to understand the ‘real issues’ and 'processes’ as advocated by critical
realists (Danermark et al., 2002), related to the phenomenon of digital inclusion
initiatives in UK rural communities, the perspectives of stakeholders at multiple levels
were sought to qualitatively explore the provision of digital inclusion initiatives,
specifically the experiences of those implementing, and delivering digital inclusion
initiatives and those in receipt of digital inclusion initiative support. Broadly, national
stakeholders included those operating at national level in consultancy; government
departments, and head offices of government funded bodies and national third sector
organisations, who provided insights of the UK, English, Scottish and Welsh digital
inclusion landscape and how digital inclusion initiatives are approached, implemented
and delivered in rural communities from a national perspective. Intermediary
stakeholders included those operating at intermediary level in three rural regions at
increased risk of multiple deprivation and likely digital exclusion, specifically
LXXXXXXX in North West England, SXXXX in the Highlands of Scotland, and
GXXXXX in North Wales, who provided perspectives of how digital inclusion initiatives
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are approached, implemented and delivered on the ground in rural communities within
their specific locality. Individual stakeholders included those from the above-
mentioned UK regions who have received digital inclusion training and support for life

and workplace activities as illustrated in Table 9.

Intermediary

Individual

National digital inclusion stakeholders including those working in consultancy; government
departments, and head offices of government funded bodies and national third sector
organisations who have insights across the UK digital inclusion landscape from a national
perspective.

Intermediary digital inclusion stakeholders from three selected rural regions in the UK
included those working in regional organisations such as Local Authorities, housing
associations, advice centres, and library services; regional branches of national
government bodies and organisations, through to hyper-local organisations and actors,
such as learning centres, sports associations, community centres, schools, churches, and
digital champions.

Individual digital inclusion stakeholders from three selected rural regions in the UK, that

have received digital inclusion training and support for everyday life and workplace

activities

Table 9 Description of multilevel stakeholders in this study

Employing a multilevel framework (Kim and Love, 2014, Molina-Azorin et al., 2019)
enabled the researcher to investigate the provision of UK digital inclusion initiatives
from a national perspective across England, Scotland and Wales, and from an
intermediary and individual perspective from three rural regions across those nations.
More specifically, investigating UK digital inclusion initiatives through a multilevel lens
enabled the researcher to gain a unique picture and snapshot in time of the current
digital inclusion landscape in UK rural communities that brings together insight from
digital inclusion policy, practice and recipients of digital inclusion training and support.

Therefore, utilising an exploratory qualitative case study design revealed the inherent
issues and challenges involved in the provision of UK digital inclusion initiatives for UK
rural communities, against a backdrop of progressive UK government digital policy.
Indeed, this is the first known study that integrates the perspectives of national,
intermediary and individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders from regions across
the UK in this way and certainly the first that has done so using AT.
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The researcher wishes to emphasise this case study was not designed to make
comparisons of digital inclusion initiative provision between the three rural regions in
England, Scotland and Wales selected. Equally nor did the researcher wish to focus
the research on one particular initiative in one UK nation, as it was felt this would lose
the depth of research required to get an understanding of the ‘real’ issues found within
the implementation and delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision and the
experiences of those receiving digital inclusion support, against a backdrop of UK
government digital inclusion policy. Section 4.8 provides a detailed summary of the
data collected at each level.

To implement this multilevel framework within the case study, a method was needed
that can transcend a single level of analysis. As described in chapter 3, AT was
deemed an appropriate method in which to analyse digital inclusion initiative provision
as it offers a visual model that enables a holistic analysis of the context, and the
multilevel phenomena influencing the activity process. Each level was analysed as an
individual activity system and then brought together through third-generation AT to
gain a multilevel perspective. See chapter 5 for the research findings.

4.5 Data Collection Methods

Considering the aims and objectives of the study, the researcher considered data
collection commonly associated with qualitative research including interviews, focus,

groups, observations, document review, and questionnaires.

A questionnaire to investigate digital inclusion initiatives in UK rural communities was
briefly considered, however this method was ultimately dismissed due to potential
problems with participation levels (Bryman, 2012), the constrained nature of
questionnaire responses, and lack of necessary rich in-depth data necessary to fulfil
the research objectives. After careful consideration interviews, focus groups,
observations and document review were deemed suitable for data collection for the
study as outlined below.

4.5.1 Interviews

Interviews provide information about the participants’ natural setting in their own
words. There are three fundamental types of research interviews, structured, semi-

structured, or open ended, that can be facilitated in individual or group formats
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(Robson, 2011; King and Horrocks, 2010; Legard, 2003). Each vary in structure and

conduct as outlined below:

o Structured interviews are characterised by predetermined questions and
fixed wording delivered in a pre-set order with little scope for follow-up
questions for added detail or depth (Robson, 2011).

o Semi-structured interviews have an interview guide or schedule of topics
which have several key questions which help to define the areas to be explored,
but also allow the researcher the flexibility to pursue an idea in a response in
more detail (King and Horrocks, 2010).

e Unstructured (open) interviews — sometimes referred to as in-depth
interviews, described by Legard et al. (2003) as ‘a conversation with a purpose’
(p.138). Such interviews lack predetermined questions where the interviewer
instead has general areas of interest which serve as starting points for the

conversation.

From an AT perspective, interviews help identify information about the subject,
existing or lacking tools, and the subjects’ perspectives of the object. Participants may
also share information regarding documents and artefacts that relate to existing rules
and division of labour, and information about the communities in which their activities

are situated (Yamagata-Lynch, 2010).

In this study, semi-structured interviews were conducted with digital inclusion
stakeholders at national, intermediary and individual-level. In line with a critical realist
approach, semi- structured interviews allow participants to describe their experiences,
feelings and opinions openly in their own words and encourage rich descriptions
(Kvale, 2008). Further details of the interviews conducted in the study are discussed
in section 4.8.1 and 4.8.2.

4.5.2 Focus groups

Focus groups offer access to a wider range of voices in a similar timeframe of a one-
to-one interview. Focus groups allow participants the opportunity to debate issues and
express their opinions, ‘illuminating differences in perspective between groups of
individuals’ (Rabiee, 2004, p.656). From an AT perspective, focus groups are useful

for eliciting the multiple voices and dialogue within an activity system (Engestrom,
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2001). The use of focus groups in this study was deemed useful as they would support
data collected through one-to-one interviews and observations, whilst at the same time
providing the opportunity for group discussion on the interview questions. In this study
two focus groups were conducted, one with intermediary-level digital inclusion
stakeholders involved in the delivery of digital inclusion training and support within
digital inclusion initiatives, the was with individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders
who had received digital inclusion support. These are further discussed in section
4.8.1 and 4.8.2.

4.5.3 Observations

Observation is a commonly used technique in an ethnographic approach, although it
is also appropriate to other approaches, such as phenomenological studies, and case
studies. Silverman (2006, p.67) explains that observation is a method of gathering
data that involves looking, listening and recording. From an AT perspective,
observations should be conducted of situations in which participants are engaging in
goal-directed actions and object-orientated activities relevant to the study (Yamagata-
Lynch, 2010). Considering the stated aim and objectives of this study, observations
were deemed useful in revealing rich data in relation to the delivery of digital inclusion
training and support and the experiences of those involved. In this study, observations
were overt, and the researcher predominantly took the stance of a ‘non-participant
observer’. This meant participants were aware that the digital inclusion session was
being observed by the researcher who was visible to the participants. Emphasis was
therefore placed on collecting data rather than participating in the activity being
observed to limit the impact of the researcher on the training session. However, there
were instances when the researcher took the stance of ‘observer as participant’ where
the researcher engaged in participant activities to fit in with the tutor/trainer
preferences delivering the session. Details of observations conducted are in section
4.8.3.

4.5.4 Document review

A review of relevant documents related to a study topic often provides new contextual
information that explains and verifies what investigators learn from interviews and
observations. Documents typically reviewed can be public records such as policies
and mission statements; personal documents such as diaries; and artefacts such as
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flyers, posters, training materials etc (Bowen, 2009). From an AT perspective such
documents or artefacts help gain an understanding about the rules and division of
labour, but also about the community within an activity system. Document review was
therefore deemed appropriate for this study, with the view to review government digital
inclusion policies, digital inclusion strategies of organisations involved in aspects of

digital inclusion, and digital inclusion initiative training materials and resources.

4.6 Ethical considerations

As the research involves human participants, ethical issues were considered in
relation to research participants but also that of the researcher. General principles of
research ethics are that no harm should come to participants and that the research
could potentially benefit the population which is being studied (Shamoo and Resnik,
2009). A Loughborough University ethical clearance checklist was completed prior to
the commencement of data collection. However due to the potential inclusion of 16-
18-year olds as research participants, further ethical clearance was required due to
the potential ‘vulnerable position’ of individuals below the age of 18. This involved the
researcher completing a full ethics application and risk assessment, which was
approved in May 2018 by the Ethical Advisory Sub-committee of Loughborough
University after one version of amendments, at which point data collection was allowed
to commence. Unfortunately, no 16-18-year-olds were recruited as research
participants, but doing the full ethical application enabled the researcher to have a
deep ethical understanding of the overall study. Indeed, the ethical procedure
illuminated to the researcher the need for more discussion on ethics in PhD forums.
This resulted in the researcher presenting at two workshops at Loughborough
University to talk about considerations for ethics in relation to the research participants

but also in relation to the researcher.

Prior to commencing interviews, focus groups and observations with participants, the
researcher explained the research aim and objectives, their level of participation, and
the type of questions that would be asked (for interviews). Participants were also
assured that participation was voluntary and that they had a choice not to participate
or stop participating at any point without any negative consequences. Participants
were also reassured that their participation was confidential and all conversations

during interviews would remain anonymous. The participants Information Sheet (see
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Appendix 1) containing all the information about their participation, privacy and
confidentiality was given to all participants and for those who had difficulty reading,
the researcher read the information sheet to them. For all participants who agreed to
participate in the study, the consent form (see Appendix 2) was given for them to sign.
All participants were asked for permission to record the interviews using the voice
recorder. To ensure confidentiality and anonymity, interview transcripts and
observation notes were given unique reference numbers, reference numbers
indicating whether the participant was a national, intermediary or individual-level
participant. Furthermore, the name of organisations, and the rural regions from which

organisations covered were also anonymised.

4.7 Quality of research

The quality of the research design is essential when conducting academic research.
Various criteria have been stipulated to ensure good quality, rigorous research namely
reliability, validity, and objectivity. However, such criteria has been identified by
scholars to be more suitable to quantitative, positivist methods and the challenge is to
adapt them for qualitative research designs (Robson, 2002). However, scholars have
often used differing terminology for the same type of criteria e.g. Lincoln and Guba,
1985; Miles and Huberman; 1994. Lincoln and Guba (1985) created criteria in
qualitative research, known as credibility, dependability, confirmability and
transferability. Adopting a critical realist position, Miles and Huberman (1994)
recommended five criteria that attempt to address quality in qualitative research
including utilisation/application/action orientation. Table 10 summarises the criteria
and illustrates how the researcher has considered research quality throughout the

study.
Criterion Definition Methods employed in this research
Objectivity/ confirmability Freedom from bias or | Being explicit in the theoretical

explicitness about bias | assumptions underlying the research

Describing the methodology in detail so the
process of the research can be followed
and is transparent

Keeping a ‘research diary’ and using
memos, so an ‘audit trail’ is created of
thoughts and activities

Reliability/ dependability/ The degree to which Making clear the philosophical stance
auditability the research process taken by the researcher

is consistent, clear and
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stable across time and
methods

Applying ‘triangulation’ (multiple sources of
data) enhances the reliability of the study

Recording respondents’ words verbatim

Transcribing carefully to provide an
accurate rendering of respondents’ words

Keeping records (as above) of activities

Checking, and writing memos about, the
codes and their meanings

Internal validity/ credibility/
authenticity

Findings should make
sense and be credible

Presenting quotes in the report from
respondents

Use of credible methods during analysis
namely Thematic Analysis and Activity
Theory

Using appropriate tabulations

External validity/
generalisability/
transferability/ fittingness

The extent to which
the results have a
larger import, are
transferable to other
contexts and whether
they ‘fit’

Provide comprehensive information on the
context in which the research is carried
out; provide a ‘rich’ description

Careful and thoughtful sampling; being
explicit as to method of sampling

Being explicit about areas of uncertainty

Presenting work for peer review through
writing for publication

Utilisation/application/action
orientation

The usefulness of the
research and who it
may benefit

Ethical concerns are clearly addressed

Suggestions for further research

Table 10 Criteria to ensure research quality

4.8 Method and data collection in study

This section will give an overview of the methods used to collect data in this study.

Data collection was undertaken between September 2018 to the end of June 2019.

Data collection techniques employed included:

e semi-structured interviews

e focus groups

e observations

e review of relevant documentary sources

Considering the research questions of this study, the first phase of data collection was
in the form of semi-structured interviews with national stakeholders that aimed to elicit

their views on how digital inclusion initiatives are approached, implemented and
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delivered in UK rural communities. The second phase of data collection was in the
form of semi-structured interviews, observations and a focus group with intermediary
stakeholders to reveal the role digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in the
delivery of digital inclusion support in UK rural communities, specifically in a rural
region with populations at increased risk of multiple deprivation and likely digital
exclusion. The second phase of data collection also involved observations and a focus
group to reveal the experiences of people living in rural communities who have
received or are in need of digital inclusion support for everyday life and in the
workplace. In line with the epistemology and the ontology described earlier, these
interviews are also seen as a way of identifying the underlying mechanisms and
structures inherent in the context in which the stakeholders operate, as interpreted,
experienced and believed by them. Table 11 illustrates the data collection techniques
used at each level of the study.

m 20 semi-structured interviews; document review of national digital inclusion policy.

Intermediary 28 semi-structured interviews, 1 focus group, 10 observations®, document review
from digital inclusion training resources/artefacts

*See Table 14 for a breakdown of participants observed

Individual 1 focus group and 10 observations*

- *See Table 14 for a breakdown of participants observed

Table 11 Data collection techniques for study

Focus groups and observations were not possible with national-level stakeholders as
individuals were geographically dispersed. Whilst it may have been possible to gather
the experts together at a conference or another such event, there was little likelihood
of this happening within the timescale that was available for this work. Indeed, the
researcher met several of the participants at digital inclusion events prior to data
collection which aided participant recruitment and sampling.

The majority of the data collected at individual-level was through observation. Whilst
it may have been possible to interview more participants at individual-level, it became
apparent to the researcher early on in the data collection process that observing digital
inclusion training sessions where individuals were already talking about their
experiences of digital as part of their training session, without the interjection of the
researcher, was a more fruitful way of gaining insights of the experiences of those in
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need of digital inclusion support. The researcher in these situations predominantly
took the stance of ‘observer’ but in some instances ‘observer as participant’ as
discussed in section 4.4.8 where the researcher sporadically engaged in ‘participant
activities that are peripheral to the participants’ object-orientated activities’ (Yamagata-
Lynch, 2010, p.66).

Using this range of data collection methods (interviews, focus groups, observation and
document review), enabled ‘triangulation’ of the data sources in order to enhance the
reliability and validity of the research. Triangulation is a well-discussed strategy for
maintaining trustworthiness in qualitative research (Lincoln and Guba, 1985; Yin,
2009; Bryman, 2012). Achieving triangulation also has the ability to mitigate
researcher bias, add depth to the data collected and support data saturation (Fusch
and Ness, 2015). Indeed, the researcher strived to reach to what is called the
‘Saturation Point’ where the researcher gets to a point in data collection when no

further new information is obtained.

A combination of purposeful and snowball sampling was used, to target, reach out and
recruit research participants at national, intermediary and individual-level (Bryman,
2012; Miles et al., 2014). Purposive sampling is the process of the researcher
choosing respondents deliberately in relation to the research questions or theoretical
considerations (Robson 2011, p.275). This means careful selection of individuals who
are likely to be information-rich (Savin-Baden and Major, 2012). Snowball sampling
can be regarded as a type of purposive sampling where the researcher identifies a
few individuals in the population of interest, and then these individuals identify or
recommend further individuals that could be included in the study. Email templates
were devised to request interviews and were used and adapted to each individual
potential participant at national and intermediary-level. As referred to earlier,
intermediary research participants were those specifically involved in delivering digital
inclusion training and support in UK rural communities at risk of digital exclusion as
outlined in section 4.4.3. Individual-level participants were recruited through purposive
sampling, often in the instance where intermediary stakeholders delivering digital
inclusion training and support (with whom the researcher had already made contact)
had identified them as would approach attendees to seek their permission for the
researcher to observe the session. This was often done at the very beginning of the
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digital training session. These individuals resided in one of the rural regions where
intermediary stakeholders were delivering digital inclusion initiative provision.
Throughout the study there were no instances of attendees refusing to be observed,
but they did wish to be anonymised. The researcher in all instances adhered to ethical
considerations as described in section 4.6 and ensured participants remained

anonymous.

4.8.1 Study semi-structured interviews and focus groups
Semi-structured interviews were conducted with digital inclusion stakeholders at
national, intermediary, and individual level (individuals living in rural communities who

had received digital inclusion support for everyday life and in the workplace).

National-level semi-structured interviews were conducted on a one-to-one basis
either face-to-face or by telephone with 20 individuals from national-level
organisations across England, Scotland and Wales. Participants included heads of
service, policy leads, researchers and academics, from national stakeholders such as
government departments, government funded bodies, and third sector organisations,
and were selected on their ability and position to share insights and understandings of
digital inclusion initiatives within the UK from a national perspective. Participants at
national-level were very willing to be interviewed and understood the importance of
the research. Most volunteered contact information for individuals at national and
intermediary-level who they felt would make a valuable contribution to the data

collection, highlighting the usefulness of snowball sampling discussed above.

Intermediary-level semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face or by
telephone with 28 individuals from intermediary-level organisations from three
selected rural regions from England, Scotland and Wales as identified in section 4.4.3.
Participants included those working in regional organisations such as local authorities,
housing associations, advice centres, and library services; regional branches of
national government bodies and organisations, through to hyper-local organisations
and actors, such as learning centres, sports associations, community centres,
schools, churches, and digital champions. To enhance the data collection at
intermediary-level, a focus group was also organised where participants had the
opportunity to answer the same questions asked in the semi-structured one-to-one

interviews, but with the opportunity of being able to discuss the questions as a group.
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Participants at intermediary-level were selected on their ability and position to share
insights and understandings of their involvement in delivering digital inclusion training
and support at a local level from an intermediary perspective, within the context of
specific three rural regions identified in section 4.4.3, and rural locations more broadly
where individuals are at risk of digital exclusion. Intermediary-level interviews were
conducted between November 2018 and June 2019 where interviews lasted between
between 30 and 60 minutes. The focus group interview was undertaken in February
2019 with an advice centre team of a rural branch in the highlands of Scotland who
kindly gave their time. Aware of the difficultly in timetabling this time in a busy advice
centre branch, the researcher completed the focus group interview within the

maximum time allowed of 60 minutes.

Individual-level semi-structured interviews were conducted face-to-face via a focus
group in the rural region of LXXXXX in England. The focus group interview was
undertaken in May 2019 following an observation of an informal drop-in digital
inclusion training session in a church activity space where members of the public could
bring along devices and ask for digital inclusion support while having tea and cake and
socialising (as described in Table 14). The focus group included 5 participants at
individual-level and one participant at intermediary-level. As the focus group followed
a two-hour digital inclusion training session, the researcher limited the focus group to
60 minutes, following consultation with the session coordinator. The number of
interviews and focus groups with timings at each level are illustrated in Table 12.

w 20 (National) Approx. 60-90 mins for each interview

Intermediary 28 (Regional) (8 Wales; 10 Approx. 30-60 mins for each interview

Scotland, 10 England) Plus 1 1 hour for focus group
focus group with 5 participants

in Scotland

Individual 1 focus group with 6 participants  Approx. 1 hour for focus group
- in England
Table 12 Number of interviews/focus groups

4.8.2 Interview design (one-to-one and focus groups)
The interviews were semi-structured as this approach allows questions to be asked
on particular topics but also gives interviewees flexibility in how they answer and
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allows the interviewer to probe areas and follow up issues as necessary. This allows
for consistency across the cases, ensuring appropriate information is collected
regarding the research questions. However, they are flexible enough to allow the
interviewer to probe any areas of particular interest, or to allow the interviewee to take
the discussion in a direction most relevant to them. All the interviews began with an
introduction by the researcher to themselves and the purpose of the interviews,
allowing the researcher to make sure the respondents were still happy to continue with
the interview. The shortest interview lasted thirty minutes and the longest an hour and
thirty minutes, with the majority lasting about one hour. All interviews were audio

recorded, transcribed and anonymised in preparation for data analysis.

The interview questions were informed from the findings of the literature review,
mapped against AT elements and principles, and framed to get an understanding of
digital inclusion initiatives within the UK and UK rural communities from a multi-level
perspective. It should also be emphasized that the interview questions were informed
by the researcher’s previous experience of working in digital inclusion research for a
third sector organisation within the UK. Interview schedules for one-to-one national
and intermediary stakeholders can be referred to in Appendix 3 and 4. Interview topic
guides for intermediary and individual-level focus groups can be referred to in

Appendix 5 and 6.

For national-level interviews, interview questions were ordered in a manner that asked
participants to describe their historical and current knowledge of digital inclusion policy
and initiatives within the UK, their experience of working in this arena, and any insights
into the societal barriers and benefits of using online services and information,
specifically in relation to UK rural communities. Subsequent questions explored
specific aspects of digital inclusion initiatives such as the impact to beneficiaries of
digital inclusion initiatives and the role of intermediaries. Additional questions related
to tools, rules, communities, and the division of labour, were also explored through the
participants’ experiences. National-level interviews were conducted at the start of the

data collection period.

Intermediary-level interview questions were ordered in the same way as above but
with additional questions in relation to their role in delivering digital inclusion initiative

training and support within UK rural communities, specifically within their local rural
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community. The focus group interview questions followed a topic guide (see Appendix
5) that followed the same themes as the national-level interview schedule, but allowed
for more group discussion. The individual-level focus group interview questions
followed a topic guide (see Appendix 6) which encouraged participants to talk about
their experiences of digital whilst living in a rural community. Specific themes included
their historical and current knowledge of using digital technology, their experience of
attending digital inclusion training or support sessions, and their experiences of any
societal barriers and benefits of using online services and information whilst living in a

rural community.

Table 13 provides a list of all of the research participants interviewed, either one-on-
one or as a focus group. Information included in the table includes an individual code

for each participant relating to each participant together with their job title.

National-level Intermediary-level Individual-
level

MA1 - UK Government official in digital | ME1 — Director LMi1

MAZ2 - Head of service of government | ME2 — (focus group) LMi2

funded body ME3 — Project manager LMi3

MAZ3 - Senior official in government ME4 — Supervisor & outreach officer

funded organisation MES — Trainer

MA4 - Manager at third sector MEG6 — Digital champion

organisation ME7 — Community engagement officer

MAS - Programme manager at third MES8 — IT school teacher

sector organisation ME9 - Project Manager

MAG — Head of service of trust ME10 - Digital transformation officer

organisation ME11 - partnership and recruitment

MAY7 - Government official in digital officer

MAS8 - Programme director at third ME12 — CEO of advice centres

sector organisation ME13 - Digital Officer

MA9 — Independent consultant ME14 - Digital training officer

MA10 — Evaluation Manager ME15 - Manager

MA11 — Director of consultancy ME16 - Digital Champion

MA12 - Operations Director ME17 — Development Manager

MA13 — Project manager ME18 — Community engagement

MA14 - UK Government official in officer

digital ME19 - Director

MA15 - Head of digital participation ME20 - Manager

MA16 - Learning Facilitator ME21 - Manager
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MA17 — Head of research MEZ22 — Senior development manager

MA18 — Team Leader ME23 — Education manager
MA19 - Academic ME24 — Widening Participation Officer
MAZ20 - Academic ME25 - Digital Leader

ME26 — Information Development
manager

ME27 — Digital Skills coordinator
ME28 — Strategic partnership manager

Table 13 Research participants interviewed at multiple levels

4.8.3 Observations

A total ten observations were completed as part of this study. Activities observed were
a mix of formal and informal digital inclusion training sessions and informal digital
inclusion support. Observations conducted included 2 in England, 6 in Wales, and 2
in Scotland and lasted between 60-180 minutes each. Participants attending the
session were informed verbally that the session was being observed by the
researcher/and or by the session tutor/trainer. Each participant/tutor/trainer/volunteer
was provided with an information sheet and consent form to sign. Individuals observed
at the sessions included the trainer/tutor delivering the session, volunteers supporting
delivery and participants attending the session. At each observation, the researcher
made observation notes based on an observation guide (see Appendix 7). The
researcher also made reflective notes of the observation after the session, often while
travelling back from the rural location on public transport. Observation enabled the
researcher to experience the training sessions, record information as it happened and
notice any unusual or contradictory aspects (Creswell, 2009). All observations were
written up and anonymised in preparation for data analysis. Table 14 provides brief
details of the observations conducted including the number of participants, location,
individual data collection code, and a brief description of each. Observations involved
digital inclusion stakeholders at intermediary and individual-level.

Brief description of observation Participants

[OB1] Digital Inclusion in care homes — an interactive session 1 tutor, 1 community engagement
that introduced participants to digital devices and apps that officer, 6 frontline workers/managers
could be used to support the well-being of care home residents. from a range of organisations
The observed session was part of a national digital inclusion concerned with digital inclusion for care
initiative ~ to  train  frontline-workers/managers  within home residents from across the region

organisations as part of their professional development, The (Wales)
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session was developed by the regional branch of a national

organisation.

[OB2] Digital inclusion housing association staff training — a
formal training session to raise awareness of digital inclusion to
housing association wardens and how it can be used to support
housing association residents. The observed session was part
of regional digital inclusion initiative to train frontline-
workers/managers within housing associations organised by the

regional branch of a national organisation.

[OB3] Village kiosk volunteer training —a formal training session
in a village hall with members from the local community to raise
awareness of digital inclusion and how it can be used to support
others in need. The observed session was part of a regional
initiative to train local volunteers and was developed by the

regional office of a national organisation.

[OB4] Tea & Tech — an informal drop-in training session in a
church activity space where members of the public could bring
along devices and ask for digital inclusion support while having
tea and cake and socialising. This was a local/community
initiative which drew on support from the regional branch of a
national organisation.

[OB5]

intergenerational

Intergenerational digital outreach — an interactive

informal digital training session where
students from a local school came together with residents from
a local care home to share knowledge about digital. The
observed session was part of an Intergenerational national
initiative, organised by the regional office of a national

organisation.

[OB6] Computer maintenance — a formal training session on
computer maintenance, this session was part of a six-week
training course. The observed session was part of a regional
initiative organised by a regional organisation to train members
of the community on digital.

[OB7] Drop-in library session — an informal drop-in session
where members of the community can come in and ask
questions and get digital support. The session observed was
part of regional initiative developed by the regional branch of a

national organisation to train members of the community.

1 tutor, 1

association wardens from across the

manager, 4 housing

region (Wales)

1 tutor (regional), 4 volunteers (local)
(Wales)

1 tutor (regional), 1 volunteer (regional),
1 community engagement officer
(local), 3 members of the community

(local) (England)

1 tutor (regional), 1 community
engagement officer (regional), 1 staff
member from care home (local), 2
teachers (local), 5 students (local), and

5 care home residents (local) (Wales)

1 tutor (regional), six community

members (local) (England)

1 tutor (regional)) 2 community

members (local) (Wales)
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[OB8] [OB9] [OB10] One-to-one formal advice sessions —formal 1 advisor local), 1 member
sessions that required individuals to book appointments for community

advice on welfare and benefits that involved adhoc digital x 3 (local) (1 in wales, 2 in Scotland)
inclusion support. The sessions observed were part of a national

initiative that provided limited support on a case-by-case basis

for members of the local community.

Table 14 Study observations

4.8.4 Document review

Relevant documents for the study were collected and reviewed during the data
collection process to provide additional insight to data gathered through observation
and interviews. Specific documents reviewed included national digital inclusion
policies for the UK and digital inclusion training materials and resources gathered
(where possible) from the sites of the observed digital inclusion training sessions.

4.9 Data Analysis

As discussed in chapter 3, this study utilised third-generation Activity Theory (AT) as
a theoretical and analytical framework to explore and analyse the interplay of the
elements within a single activity system at national, intermediary, and individual-level,
and then analysed together through a multilevel activity system to explore and answer
the research questions posed.

However, before the generation of these activity systems could be made, the data
collected from the various methods (interviews, focus groups, observations and
document review) were brought together and analysed by employing Braun and
Clarke’s Thematic Analysis (2006). Thematic Analysis is a systematic approach of
analysing data that involves an iterative, non-linear creative process (Braun and
Clarke 2006). It enables the researcher to simplify the complex and large amount of
qualitative information into themes and patterns which helps the researcher to interpret
the phenomenon (Savin- Baden and Major, 2012).

Data analysis was theory driven guided by AT combined with the use of Thematic
Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) which allowed the data to ‘speak’. Data analysis of
this study therefore involved using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) step-by-step approach
of Thematic Analysis to generate codes and themes, and the employment of AT to
make sense of these themes and used to provide the underlying theoretical elements
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around which a thematic network was built (see Appendix 8 as an example). Data
analysis did not move in a binary way from theory to data (deduction) or from data to
theory (induction), but rather back and forth in an iterative manner, similar to abductive

reasoning.

The process of generating codes and themes involved the six phases of Thematic
Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006), consisting of 1) data familiarisation, 2) generating
initial codes, 3) searching for themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) refining and naming
themes to build a thematic network, and 6) reporting. At phase 5 an AT framework
was employed to make sense of these themes and used to provide the underlying
theoretical elements around which the thematic network was built. Table 15 below
tabulates the steps taken for data analysis.

Phase 1: Data familiarisation Transcribing data, reading and rereading
transcribed interviews and observation notes,
repeatedly listening to recorded interviews,
noting down initial ideas.

Phase 2: Generating initial codes Coding interesting features of the data in a
systematic fashion across the entire data set,
collating data relevant to each code

Phase 3: Searching for themes Codes were collated and grouped together into
potential themes across the multiple levels of
analysis

Phase 4: Reviewing themes Check to see if themes work in relation to the

coded extracts generated in phase 2 and the
entire data set from phase 3, to generate a
thematic of the analysis maps for each activity

system
Phase 5: Introduce AT refining and naming Themes refined & organised into a consistent
themes to build a thematic network account for all activity systems & thematic maps
are generated (See Appendix 8, 9, & 10)
Phase 6: reporting See findings (chapter 5) and discussion

(chapter 6) which includes final analysis of
selected extract relating back to the research
questions and literature producing a scholarly
report of the analysis

Table 15 The phases of analysis taken in study

When using AT as part of the analysis the following steps should be taken. Through
the lens of AT, the Subject, Object and the Outcome should be identified. This is
followed by the identification of the Community, the Tools, the Rules, and the
Division of labour, to develop an activity system diagram and to identify inner

contradictions within the developed activity system framework (Prenkert, 2006).
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Following these steps, a thematic network was developed for each level of analysis,
an example of which is presented in Appendix 8.

AT employed as an analytical framework helped make sense of these themes.
Questions asked of the data outlined by Mwanza and Engestrdom (2005) and

Engestrom’s five principles (as described in Chapter 3) are shown below in Table 16.

Activity What sort of activity is it? (unit of analysis - first principle)

Object(ive) Why is the activity taking place?

Subjects Who is involved in carrying out the activity? (multi-voicedness - second
principle)

Tools By what means are the subjects performing the activity?

Rules Are there any cultural norms, rules or regulations governing the performance of
the activity?

Community What is the environment in which this activity is being carried out?

Division of labour

Who is responsible for what, when carrying out the activity and how are those

roles organised?

Outcomes

What is the desired outcome from carrying out this activity?

Historical

What is the historicity of the activity (third principle)

Contradictions

What contradictions exist within the activity and how do they affect the activity

(fourth principle)

Expansive

learning

As a result of the contradictions, has any expansive learning taken place (fifth

principle)

Table 16 Questions asked of the data through the lens of AT

Although the process described above of using Thematic Analysis and AT appears
linear, the analysis of the data was in fact an iterative and reflexive process (Fereday
and Muir-cochrane, 2008).

4.10 Chapter summary

This chapter has described the underlying philosophy of this study which is based on
critical realism. It then provides an overview of the research strategy and design
including methods of collecting data, ethical considerations and research quality. The
chapter concludes with a discussion on data analysis including the employment of
Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2005) supported by the use of AT as an

analytical framework.
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The next chapter describes the findings from the fieldwork of this study through the
lens of AT at national, intermediary and individual-level, and then at multilevel.
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Chapter 5: Findings

5.1 Introduction

This chapter outlines the detailed findings of national digital inclusion stakeholders
that operate at a national level, intermediary stakeholders that operate in three
specific rural regions of the UK, and individual stakeholders who have received digital
inclusion support in those same rural regions, to reveal overall findings from a multi-
level perspective. As outlined in chapter 3, the study utilised AT as a theoretical and
analytical framework to explore the interplay of the elements within a single activity
system at national-level (see Figure 9), intermediary-level (see Figure 10), and
individual-level (see Figure 13) digital inclusion initiative provision, and then by
bringing all the levels together at multilevel (see Figure 16) using third-generation AT
to answer the research questions posed:

1. How are digital inclusion initiatives approached, implemented and delivered in
UK rural communities?

2. What role and responsibilities do digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play
in the delivery of digital inclusion support in UK rural communities?

3. What is the experience of people living in UK rural communities who have
received or are in need of digital inclusion support?

Thematic Analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006) was employed to analyse the data. The
process of generating codes and themes involved the six phases of Thematic Analysis
(Braun and Clarke, 2006), consisting of 1) data familiarisation, 2) generating initial
codes, 3) searching for themes, 4) reviewing themes, 5) refining and naming themes
to build a thematic network, and 6) reporting. At phase 5 an AT framework is employed
to make sense of these themes and used to provide the underlying theoretical
elements around which the thematic network is built. When using AT as part of the
analysis the following steps should be taken. Through the lens of AT the subject,
object and the outcome should be identified. This is followed by the identification of
the community, the tools, the rules and norms, and the division of labour, to
develop an activity system diagram and to identify inner contradictions within the
developed activity system framework (Prenkert, 2006). Following these steps a
thematic network is developed. An example is presented in Appendix 8.
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5.2 National-level Findings

In this section findings from the 20 national-level stakeholder interviews and the
document review are analysed based on the elements of the activity system. The
national-level thematic network table (see Appendix 8) reveals the findings which have
been transposed onto the national-level activity system presented in Figure 8 and are
discussed through the lens of AT below.

Tools
Digital skills training & support
Infrastructure
Intermediaries
Initiative approaches

P
, \
\'-.
Subiect N\ Object Outcome
Nati leI JecI sicital \ Implementation and Improyeq Q|g|tal gkllls of
a 'or.‘:c'l esv'?m 'gita advocacy of digital individuals in _
INClust N\ inclusion initiatives UK communities;
stakeholders 1- oﬁ engagement with digitally
/S marginalised communities;
- collaboration with intermediary
T i organisations
,'//. . \.\
P N ~3
Rules & Norms Community L
Funding & political environment Governments and national organisations Division of labour
Policy & practice Intermediary organisations and actors UK government
Organisational culture Networks Natlongl & local government
Knowledge sharing Funding bodies Nat!onal stakeholders
Collaboration Individuals in receipt of digital inclusion support Regional & hyper-local

intermediary organisations &
actors

Figure 8 Activity system of national-level digital inclusion initiative provision

5.2.1 Overview of national-level activity system

The activity system illustrated in Figure 8 is national-level digital inclusion initiative
provision within the context of UK rural communities. Through the lens of AT, the
findings highlight relationships across the AT elements and mediating factors, and
reveal contradictions which permeate the activity system that affect the provision of

digital inclusion initiatives.

The subject of the activity system is collective in the form of national-level digital
inclusion stakeholders (subject) who provided a multi-voiced perspective about
digital inclusion initiative provision across the UK landscape and how digital inclusion
initiatives are approached, implemented and delivered, specifically in rural
communities. Key national-level stakeholders included research consultants, those
working in government departments, and those working in the head office of
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government funded bodies, and national third sector organisations. For most national-

level stakeholders, the implementation and advocacy of digital inclusion initiatives is

the object of this activity system, with the desired outcome of achieving improved

digital skills of individuals in UK communities, engagement with digitally marginalised

communities, and through collaboration and partnership work with intermediary

organisations and actors. Intermediary organisations mentioned by national

stakeholders include:

regional organisations such as local authorities, district councils, housing
associations, advice centres, and library services;

regional offices of their own or other national organisations;

hyper-local/ community organisations, such as learning centres, community

centres, library branches, schools, and churches.

Specific intermediary actors (or human intermediaries) mentioned by stakeholders

include:

independent tutors and trainers;

regional tutors and trainers from national organisations;
digital champions;

community connectors;

local conduits;

peer mentors.

National-level stakeholders revealed digital inclusion initiatives in the UK are driven

through national digital inclusion policies and strategies. As a devolved issue, each

nation within the UK has its own policy as shown in Table 17.

Nation Strategy

England Government Digital Inclusion Strategy (2014,
2017)

Scotland Realising Scotland's full potential in a digital

world: a digital strategy for Scotland (2017)

Wales

Delivering Digital Inclusion Strategy (2016)

Northern Ireland Making Lives Better - A Strategy for Digital

Transformation of Public Services 2017-2021
(2017)

Table 17 Digital inclusion strategies within the UK
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These policies reflect the EU’s Digital Agenda for Europe (European Commission,
2010) to develop digital literacy, skills and inclusion strategies, which the UK, as a
member state (at the time of data collection), is encouraged to develop, to reduce
poverty and exclusion, to improve the skills of citizens, and to create a more inclusive
society. Each digital inclusion policy takes a slightly different stance. For example, the
policy for England has a focus on skills and capabilities; the Welsh digital inclusion
strategy focuses on social justice and social inclusion; whereas the Scottish strategy
focuses on improving digital participation across communities and digital future
proofing.

The Government Digital Inclusion Strategy (Cabinet Office, 2014) mentioned above
was published as part of the UK government’s wider Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office,
2013) which amongst other things set out how government services were to become
‘digital-by-default’. As stated,

‘Moving to digital-by-default means that, over time, government will provide digital
services so straightforward and convenient that all those who can use them will choose
to do so, whilst those who can’t are not excluded’ (Cabinet Office, 2013).

The Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office 2013; DCMS, 2017) goes on to state that those
not online will be supported through ‘Assisted Digital’ as explained:

‘To ensure that people who are offline can access digital-by-default services, we will
offer them ways to access services offline, and we will provide additional ways for
them to use the digital services. These services must be designed to meet user needs.
We call this ‘assisted digital” (Cabinet Office, 2013).

However, to do this the strategy states that there will be a ‘strong presumption towards
procuring external resource to provide ‘assisted digital’ support, from the private
sector, the voluntary sector, and other parts of the public sector’. Hence the need for

the UK digital inclusion strategy outlined above.

How and if these policies change post-Brexit and post Covid-19 will be an interesting
development to observe. More details of how these policies effect the object of this
activity system and related contradictions are found in the Rules and Norms section.
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National-level stakeholders (subject) revealed their organisations take on a number
of roles when implementing digital inclusion initiatives:

e an advisory role in relation to policy;

e a managerial role in the design and delivery of digital inclusion initiatives;

e training role to digital inclusion intermediary organisations and actors who
deliver digital inclusion support (at regional and hyper-local level);

e a funding role (often received from a funding body/government) distributed to
digital inclusion intermediary organisations and actors (as above) on a
competitive basis;

e a collaborative role working with intermediary organisations and actors within
the digital inclusion arena and beyond,;

e a knowledge sharing role through research, evaluation and advocacy of digital
inclusion initiatives;

e convenor role between digital inclusion policy and practice.

The degree to which each national-level stakeholder takes on these roles varies. For
example, the role of convenor between policy and practice is explained:

‘We provide the convening and galvanizing force behind the issue [digital inclusion].
That kind of soft power role of government is incredibly important to show that there is
political will behind the issue’ [MA1].

‘Our role is to try to influence people/organisations to take digital inclusion more
seriously and to try to implement digital inclusion within their own settings’ [MA3].

Most importantly national-level stakeholders revealed how intermediary organisations
are often well-placed to reach digitally marginalised communities as they have local
knowledge of the community and are in the position to be able to develop relationships
or already have a trusted relationship with members of the community (see section

5.2.3 for more details).

Marginalised communities most likely to be digitally disadvantaged, revealed by
stakeholders, include those with physical and learning disabilities, mental health
issues, low literacy levels, low economic status, those living in isolated rural

communities, and the elderly.
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‘We first focused on older people then moved to everyone as digital inclusion is

essential for everyone’ [MAS].

However, national-level stakeholders acknowledged and agreed that implementing
sustainable digital inclusion solutions is challenging, due to the multiple factors which

contribute to individuals and communities being digitally marginalised or excluded.

‘The problem with people being offline is there is not a one size fits all. People have
often got other issues happening in their lives. They may have complex needs. There
are reasons why they are not online. Most people who don't have those complex needs

and barriers are online’ [MA5].

Stakeholders also agreed that the digital inclusion landscape over the past ten years
has changed significantly, and while the number of digitally excluded individuals has
reduced year on year, more recently this number has stabilised, as the remaining

digitally excluded communities are the hardest to reach as highlighted:

‘It's more about trying to help people who are more reluctant [to get online and use

digital technology] and that’s the latest challenge we’ve got’ [MA3].

As a result, national-level stakeholders have had to evolve and devise more innovative
ways in how they approach digital inclusion initiatives and engage with digitally
marginalized communities, moving away from the traditional top-down approach of

digital inclusion programmes.

‘we have had to look at how we evolve programmes [initiatives] to reach the
people......... The days of perhaps doing computer courses in the structure we had

done them previously has definitely gone a long time ago’ [MA3].

For examples of how national-level stakeholders are approaching the implementation

of digital inclusion initiatives see section 5.2.3.

5.2.2 Tools, rules and norms, community, division of labour overview
Tools mediate between the subject and the object. These tools consist of physical or
tangible forms such as a technological artefact, and conceptual or intangible ideal

forms such as, language, symbols, signs and psychological tools, that are created
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and/or transformed in the course of an activity. Furthermore, tools embed and carry
with them historical residue and specific cultural characteristics (Kuutti, 1996) which
are simultaneously enabling and limiting. A variety of tools mediate this activity and
include the use of technological infrastructure (mobile phone reception, broadband
and WiFi), devices (e.g. access to mobile devices, PCs, and laptops) and local
infrastructure such community assets; digital skills training and support (face-to-
face and online); intermediary organisations and actors who reach out and engage
with individuals in need of digital inclusion support; and specific approaches to
digital inclusion initiatives (see section 5.2.3).

Rules and norms refer to the explicit and implicit support, regulations, norms,
conventions and standards that support or constrain actions within this activity system.
For example, specific rules identified in this activity relate to the funding and political
environment and policy and practice. Norms identified (institutional and cultural)
which mediate this activity include organisational culture, knowledge sharing, and
collaboration. For example, national-level stakeholder knowledge of the historicity
of policy documents related to digital inclusion, enabled the researcher to build a
picture of how digital inclusion strategies have been developed upon over time, but
also how they have provided challenges and contradictions (see section 5.2.3).

Community incorporates those who share a general or common objective in the
activity. In the case of this activity system, community relates to national-level digital
inclusion stakeholders in consultancy; government departments, and head offices of
government funded bodies and national third sector organisations (national); regional
intermediary organisations such as local authorities, through to hyper-local
intermediary organisations such as community centres, and actors such as digital
champions (intermediaries); recipients of digital inclusion support (individuals);
networks such as strategic partnerships and steering groups, and networks of
intermediary organisations such as online and advice centres; funding bodies and
corporate organisations such as telecom and financial institutions. Through the lens
of AT, the community element of this activity system therefore illustrates what the
researcher defines as the ‘ecosystem’ of stakeholders involved in digital inclusion
initiatives. Furthermore, in AT terms, trust and informal networks are considered as

embedded characteristics of the community where these interactions take place.
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The division of labour refers to the explicit and implicit organisation and hierarchical
nature of the community involved in the activity. UK and national government advises
and encourages national-level digital inclusion stakeholders at national, and
intermediary level to work collaboratively and reach out and engage with
communities and individuals in need of digital inclusion support in the workplace and

in life.

5.2.3 Mediating factors
Through the lens of AT, what follows is a detailed account of the mediating factors
related to each element of the activity system, in which contradictions are revealed.

Tools

The findings reveal various tools mediate this activity system and highlight the
important role of digital inclusion intermediary organisations and actors (including
digital champions); the delivery of digital skills training and support; the reliance on
infrastructure in terms of technological infrastructure (mobile phone reception,
broadband and WiFi) and devices (mobile devices, PCs, and laptops), but also in
terms of local infrastructure such as local community assets; and specific digital
inclusion initiative approaches taken by organisations, to reach the objective of this
activity system.

Digital skills training and support

A key tool to enable the object and desired outcome of this activity system is digital
skills training and support for those in need. National-level stakeholders revealed
training was often delivered through blending face-to-face informal learning with online
learning content, or purely online or face-to-face. Learning content and resources were
either tailor-made resources or specific online digital skills content, often on a theme

or information need, such as health information, relevant to the individuals’ context.

‘Digital inclusion is a journey that alters with the speed of changes of technology. You
don’t know what is going to hold someone’s interest that may move them from
exclusion into higher end skills, so we see this [digital skills] as a continuum from
getting online to higher end skills and expertise’ [MAZ2].
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Digital devices used for digital skills training and support mentioned by stakeholders
included:

e personal computers;

e laptops;

e mobile phones;

o tablets;

¢ VR headsets;

e Digital cameras.

Specific digital inclusion support highlighted ranged from setting up emails,
understanding and using specific apps, to being shown how to access online health

information and government digital services.

‘It [digital inclusion training] could be something like in a care home setting using VR
headsets to engage people in a different way, or with mental health programmes,

having a look at what apps are available to get people interested in digital’ [MA3].

Stakeholders highlighted the importance of the relevance and compelling nature of
digital skills training to get people engaged and interested in using digital technology

in the long-term.

‘People don’t learn digital skills in order to fill in their tax return or other online form,
they learn them because they’ve been enticed in or interested in because they want
to do important things in their lives, so if you get happy searching for information or
skyping your family you might think perhaps I'll do a bit of online shopping or access

a government service. So, it’s quite a long process’ [MA13].

This raises a significant contradiction in relation to the UK government’s digital-by-
default agenda and the reactionary approaches currently being taken by intermediary
organisations and individuals responding to disintermediation and service provision
being moved online. This is further discussed in the section on initiative approaches
(p.127)

National-level stakeholders revealed their involvement in training digital champions
and the important role of the digital champion in delivering digital inclusion training and
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support in various capacities. Models of digital champions mentioned include:
volunteers (often but not limited to students, the unemployed and the retired);
professionals (such as paid, qualified tutors and inhouse staff); or embedded within
organisations where they can up-skill staff within their own place of work and the public
through their frontline or community building role.

‘A good example [of an embedded digital champion] could be a receptionist at a
Citizen Advice Bureau who will come across people who will come in on a daily basis
with problems such as Universal Credit. They can then use their digital champion skills
to help signpost the individuals and help resolve their problems’ [MAS8].

‘We have [digital] champions that volunteer at job centres and job clubs, but we also
have champions who are just available in their community, and community areas.

They [digital champions] could be people just helping their friends’ [MA5].

National stakeholders specially highlighted their involvement in training frontline
workers (from now on referred to as established human intermediaries) from
organisations who engage with digitally excluded communities as part of their

everyday work as ‘embedded’ digital champions.

‘It's about supporting organisations who are working with or most likely to be
interacting with people who are offline’ [MAS5].

This therefore raises questions regarding the digital skills of established human
intermediaries engaging with digitally excluded communities not in receipt of digital
champion training and their ability to offer digital inclusion support. As such this
highlights a significant contradiction between the division of labour and tools
elements of the activity system due to the assumption that established human
intermediaries have sufficient digital and teaching skills themselves to support digitally
excluded communities as highlighted by one government official:

‘It's something that we trust providers [intermediaries] to make decisions on as
professionals’ [MA18].
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Yet as highlighted by several of the stakeholders if the necessary skills are not in place
for such established human intermediaries, this hinders the effectiveness of their

digital inclusion activities.

‘We see quite a lot of digital skills/digital inclusion gaps in the health service and in our
care system, and if they [staff] don’t know how to use some of those [online] systems

then they can’t necessarily pass that on and encourage that in other people’ [MA3].

‘Small scale initiatives that have been happening thus far have shown that digital skills
of staff need to be looked at first before they get the confidence and ability to be able

to impart that information to others’ [MAT].

Acknowledging this digital skills gap, national stakeholders highlight how human
intermediaries need to have a relationship as well as be confident in their own digital

skills in order to support others as explained:

‘We need to get a general level of professionalism in roles which are directly interfacing
with people who are digitally excluded. They need to feel confident and enabled to
pass on the right type of skills and knowledge. They have the relationship in place, but
they are missing the other side [digital skills]’ [MAG].

See section on initiative approaches (p.127) for more details of digital skills training
of established human intermediaries (frontline workers).

A contradiction identified between the subject and the Digital skills training factor
within the tools element of the activity highlights that while stakeholders displayed in-
depth knowledge of digital inclusion as a concept, and what it means to be digitally
included, the clarity of this knowledge is undermined by the plethora of vocabulary
used to describe digital skills and literacies required to be digitally included. Terms

used included digital literacy, digital competency, information literacy etc.

‘Information literacy is a great example of how we need to move on from thinking on
basic digital skills............ We need to support people to be more sophisticated with
digital literacy/information literacy/ or health literacy in a digital environment, so they
can use a level of critical appraisal to be able to distinguish good quality information
from ‘fake news’. | think it’s very significant’ [MA9]
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Some of the stakeholders referred to the newly introduced Essential Digital Skills
Framework as a way forward for the use of a shared vocabulary in digital skills training.

‘The Essential digital skills framework is a policy stakeholder thing to make sure that
we are all pointing in the same direction, so we understand one another when we are

debating about prioritising resources for programmes’ [MA18].

However, the use of the framework appears inconsistent.

‘A lot of the digital champions said the framework just wasn’t useful. We need to have
confidence and motivation in there. So rather than just focusing on the skills we need
to be asking what have you learnt, what do you feel confident using, what do you think
will be useful to you in your everyday life — need to include that graduation bit’ [MA16]

Intermediaries

National-level stakeholders stated that they are dependent on delivering digital
inclusion activities through intermediary organisations and actors who are in the
unique position of being able to reach out and engage with communities at grass-roots

level through digital inclusion delivery and practice.

‘It’s been shown that people who are most in need of digital inclusion support are the
hardest to reach and the ones who need long-term support the most. Government can
never provide that alone, it has to be done by a local partner organisation
[intermediary], that’s why that local know-how is so essential’ [MA1].

‘The lower down the skills ladder you go, the more likely it is that the individual is going
to need support and motivation to get that, and having a trusted individual working for
a trusted organisation [intermediary] provides that security and sense of commitment’
[MA18].

National-level stakeholders revealed they are working with intermediaries through
existing social, cultural or support groups, and/or local trusted community assets in
rural communities such as local schools, libraries, churches, community centres, in
order to reach targeted subgroups of the population in need of digital inclusion support
less willing to engage through traditional learning mechanisms.
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‘The nature of the people who are not online are not going to get online through
traditional approaches whereby people will cross the threshold of some kind of
educational institution’ [MAZ2].

A breakdown of how national stakeholders engage through intermediaries to reach
those in need of digital support is outlined below:

e working directly through a network of intermediary organisations who then
reach individuals;

e working through regional offices of their organisations who then work with
intermediary organisations;

e working through regional offices of their organisations who engage directly with
communities in need of support using the buildings of local intermediary
organisations;

e working through regional offices of their organisations to provide face-to-face
digital champion training for frontline workers of established intermediary
organisations.;

e providing online digital champion training for intermediary organisations.

The need for national organisations to work with intermediary organisations that have
trusted relationships with digitally marginalised individuals is emphasised in the
findings, especially human intermediaries working in organisations within the social,

community and charity sectors as explained:

‘We work through intermediary organisations. We want to make sure that we are
working closely with a host of organisations who have those relationships with
individuals. It’s trusted people in local places who are going to help those who are not
online’ [MAZ2].

‘You have to work through someone who has built a trusted relationship with that
individual for it [digital inclusion] to have any kind of impact. That is what the social
sector does best. It has those (relationships) to build on and they judge and work with
an individual to build their confidence and motivation, but the relationship comes first,

and the task comes second’ [MAG].

127



National-level stakeholders also revealed the use of intermediary organisations in
digital inclusion initiatives is crucial to the process of engaging and delivering digital
inclusion activities in rural communities, through the means of providing a shared

space, access to technology, and digital inclusion support as explained:

‘Libraries are definitely a key actor, in terms of digital inclusion especially in rural
communities. Others [intermediaries] would be places like housing associations,
mental health programmes and disability organisations, who all play a part in helping
people to develop some of these skills’ [MA3].

In some instances, national stakeholders referred to human intermediaries and digital
champions as ‘community connectors’ or ‘local conduits’ due to their local knowledge
and understanding of the rural community and assets, but also because of their ability
to bring people together in the local community through the use of digital. Describing

digital inclusion support in a specific rural UK county, one stakeholder explained:

‘Some villages had lots of community activity going on, which often included some
kind of project to help people get online, run very locally, very informally, by people
who were good community connectors. Community Connectors are vital to the

functioning of those rural communities and often have multiple roles’ [MA16].

This ‘community connector’ intermediary role was also identified in a strategic capacity
by one national-level stakeholder:

‘We realised fairly early on it was important to have a dedicated person whose
responsibility was to have an oversight, and to drive the engagement at a local level
too, and to do the work that we would like, like coming down to London say once a
month and meet with the other coordinators to share best practice but also to connect
with national partners too’ [MA14].

Section 5.3 provides findings from the perspectives of intermediary organisations and
actors.

Infrastructure
Stakeholders frequently referred to technological infrastructure such as mobile
phone reception, broadband and WiFi connectivity, and digital devices such as access
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to mobile devices, computers and laptops, as crucial tools to access technology.
Stakeholders discussed the historical development of technological infrastructure in
the UK and the roles played by government, technology companies and providers in
the development and distribution of these technologies.

National-level stakeholders acknowledged the improvement of digital connectivity in

rural areas, yet despite this some communities still don’t use it.

‘There is a difference between ‘access’ and ‘take-up’. So, people may have access to
broadband but may decide not to take it up for whatever reason’ [MA15].

‘Providers are making fibre broadband and superfast available. The availability is there
but why don’t people sign up to it? It’s because they are in poverty, they can’t afford
it, they don’t know it’s there, they fear it, so take-up is very different to the availability
situation’ [MA12].

However, stakeholders repeatedly referred to the poor quality of connectivity, and how
this hampered digital inclusion delivery and the take-up of digital by communities and

individuals.

‘In most of mid Wales and North Wales in rural areas there is no [mobile] signal or its
intermittent. And while that may not be a priority for the big companies, it does really
affect digital inclusion. It affects businesses, and possibly affects attainment at school’
[MA3].

‘Access is still an issue. Perhaps less on not having devices, more about ‘not spots’,
rural areas with poor broadband, data limits, and how the environment effects WIFI’
[MAQ].

However, stakeholders’ also revealed examples of how rural communities had been
let down by mobile and broadband providers, and having to take matters into their own
hands to sort out their local digital connectivity as explained:

‘A community gave up on broadband providers near them and so eventually dug the
cable as a community’ [MA9].
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Others commented on the lack of or unequal distribution of local technological

infrastructure in rural communities:

‘The amount of resource [in rural areas] is very patchy — some areas are getting kiosks
while others are still struggling to get WiFi into village halls. It’'s almost like there is
more money in some areas than others’ [MA16].

National-level stakeholders also referred to the lack of local infrastructure in the form
of community assets and human capacity to host and resource digital inclusion

activities in rural communities.

‘The challenge is providing that one-to-one support. In rural areas there’s often not
even the opportunity to have a group setting. We have to look at the intermediaries
that work in those communities’ [MA3].

I think in a village in a rural location, if you can find a way to foster links between a
digital champion and people in a locality, then it will work, but only if there is a space
and a person with the capacity to do it....It is so much down to the ‘volunteer capital’
in a village’ [MA16].

These findings therefore highlight a contradiction between the tools and object
elements of this activity system as inequality in terms of technological and local
infrastructure in rural communities hampers digital inclusion support and provision, as

summed up by one stakeholder:

‘We have hugely been aware for a long time of the inequalities gap in terms of [digital
inclusion] provision particularly in rural areas. Obviously, you have the sparsity of the
population but that doesn'’t actually equal sparsity of need’ [MA17].

Contradictions in relation to infrastructure are also revealed within the rules and

norms element of this activity system.

Initiative Approaches
National-level stakeholders revealed specific digital inclusion approaches used to

implement digital inclusion initiatives.
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Through a community-based approach, national-level stakeholders work
collaboratively with intermediary organisations to be able to reach individuals in need
of digital skills training and support. As mentioned above, these organisations include
multiple agencies including local service providers, advice centres and public library
services through to hyper-local organisations such as learning centres, community
centres, and schools, where digital inclusion plays an important role to their mission.
This approach is very much focussed on the ‘end-user’ or the individual receiving
support through regional and local community organisations who have received
funding from national-level stakeholders for a specific digital inclusion initiative or
strategy. A more detailed account of community-based approaches is described in the
intermediary-level findings in section 5.3.3.1.

Striving to find alternative methods to reach out and engage with digitally marginalised
communities, some national-level stakeholders emphasised how they no longer focus
on training digitally excluded individuals or end-users directly, and instead are working
to up-skill established human intermediaries, such as frontline staff, who frequently
interact with potential vulnerable and digitally marginalized communities as part of
their job. As explained:

‘Our programme is designed to support organisations that help others. We work with
all organisations that have or need support to help others like housing associations,
libraries, DWP, unemployment programmes, and we deliver training to those. We also
have a volunteer programme for adult volunteers and a programme called Digital
Heroes which is about how younger people are helping others to get online’ [MA3].

This is a significant step change from digital inclusion approaches identified in the
literature, which predominantly focused on digital skills training interventions for ‘end-
users’ or at the individual level. Instead stakeholders are moving towards a capacity-
building ‘integrated approach’ to digital inclusion support, as explained:

‘It [digital inclusion delivery] is beginning to be more and more delivered as part of an
integrated service............ Initially organisations come to us because they want to do
some organisational change and development........... It often becomes clear very
quickly that they [organisations] have an opportunity to help their staff and volunteers

to become digital champions. So, they add value to the people they are supporting,
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upskilling staff enables them to be able to support people more effectively, and
introduces new services [to their organisation], so it's a three-pronged approach’
[MA2].

‘We are working with local organisations in the community to try to embed digital
champions into services, so the hope is that when the funding stops and the digital

champions have been trained, they are up and running, that will continue’ [MA13].

Other national-level organisations stipulated how they are adapting to taking a
‘service design approach’ to implement digital inclusion initiatives due to the need
to gain a greater understanding of how to reach and engage with digitally marginalised
communities. As explained by one stakeholder:

‘The XXXX programme [initiative] was born out of the frustration of seeing large
organisations saying ‘we’re going to give 2 million free places on a digital inclusion
course’ and then wondering why no one comes through the door. ....... There is a
need to change the operating structure and operating model [of digital inclusion
initiatives] to support these people. We need to listen to the organisations that do this
best’ [MA9].

Stakeholders described how introducing the perspectives of all of the actors involved
in digital inclusion delivery is achievable through a service design approach as

explained:

‘If you want to be really user-centred, if you really want to understand lived experience
and understand the reality of what is going on, then you need to involve the actors
who are at the closest proximity to [digitally marginalised] people and have the ability
to develop schemes with institutions’ [MA9].

Stakeholders spoke passionately about how intermediary organisations they work
through are having to take a reactionary approach to digital inclusion support due to
the roll-out of Universal Credit (part of the UK government’s digital-by-default agenda)
and the disruptive effect this has had on their day to day digital inclusion operations,

as explained by one stakeholder:
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‘Before [Universal Credit) people were turning up to centres for the social contact,
progression to further learning, the whole digital inclusion journey. Now demand has
overtaken by people coming through the door saying ‘I just need to be on Universal
Credit so | can feed my family so | know | have money at the end of the week and |
don’t know how to do it” [MA17].

This stakeholder feared that this reactionary approach to digital inclusion is changing
the traditional community-based model of digital inclusion training and support within
the community, as intermediary organisations, such as learning centres and public
libraries, are having to respond to a surge in demand from individuals being sign-
posted to them by job centre staff, and instead providing on-the-spot support with
Universal Credit that is more transactional in nature and dominates their time. This
therefore highlights a contradiction in terms of the pressure put on intermediaries to
support users and whether such an experience has any benefit to individuals in terms
of digital inclusion. Findings at intermediary and individual level provide more direct

insight into this phenomenon in sections 5.3 and 5.4.

While stakeholders highlighted these approaches were applicable in both urban and
rural locations, they emphasised they did not necessarily take a specific approach to

digital inclusion in rural areas as explained:

‘How we tackle it [digital exclusion] in rural communities is a big issue and one that we

are probably only just beginning to get to grips with’ [MA3].

‘It [digital inclusion work] is much more resource intensive to work in a rural area cos
you have to build in the number of learners you can support. So, if you compared a
day centre in a city to a rural community centre, the number of people you are going
to be able to reach out to and the geographical distances are very different’ [MA16].

These approaches to digital inclusion initiatives highlight a significant contradiction
between the tools and object and ultimately the outcome of this activity system, as
digital inclusion approaches to initiatives have had to change due to the evolving
nature of the digital inclusion landscape as stakeholders have come to realise how
local human intermediaries are best-placed to reach out and engage with those in

need of digital support, including those on the margins of society, but also those
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established human intermediaries who are in regular contact with communities in need

of support.

Details of approaches to specific digital inclusion initiatives is revealed in the
intermediary and multilevel-level findings in sections 5.3 and 5.5 respectively in this
chapter.

Rules and Norms

As mentioned above several rules and norms mediate this activity explicitly and
implicitly, such as funding and political environment; policy and practice;
organisational culture; knowledge sharing; and collaboration as described below.

Funding and political environment

Stakeholders repeatedly stipulated how funding and the political environment
hindered, supported, and in some cases regulated how they approached,
implemented and delivered digital inclusion initiatives. Stakeholders revealed funding
comes from a number of sources and organisations, to fund digital inclusion activities
such as pilot and innovation projects. In addition, some stakeholders distribute funding

to community organisations.

‘We would like to do more in terms of being able to provide small grants to

organisations to look at significant change through digital inclusion’ [MA3].

Stakeholders also revealed when bidding for funding they have to go into competition
with the very organisations that that may otherwise collaborate with as explained:

‘Sometimes when there is call for funding partners go into a closed world [while
applying for funding] as they can'’t talk to each other about it for a limited period’
[MA16].

Stakeholders also revealed how bidding for funding can be difficult for smaller
organisations, such as those in rural communities, who do not necessarily have the

resources.
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‘The organisations that tend to have the best ability to penetrate into hard to reach
communities are small local charities, but they are also the ones with the least
resource [MA1].

Stakeholders also expressed their frustration with the lack of funding provided for
digital inclusion work and the impact this has on the sustainability of digital inclusion

initiatives particularly in rural areas.

‘Not so many organisations are doing digital inclusion outreach work in rural areas
largely due to the costs of travelling and the lack of funding. It’s difficult to get funding

for rural areas as digital inclusion funding is often, but not always, target driven’[ME1].]

‘Government is very much reliant on the good will of organisations to do [digital
inclusion work] that they are not so keen to spend money on. Digital inclusion is not

suitably funded and there is a lack of commitment from government’ [MAS3].

Funding cuts were repeatedly mentioned by stakeholders as barriers/hinderers to
implementing sustainable digital inclusion activities, thus highlighting contradictions
between the rules and outcome elements which ultimately impact the Outcome of

the activity system.

‘We don’t do as much [digital inclusion work] now as we used to because of funding.
We used to do a lot more’ [MA10]

So, while the findings identified a dependency on local intermediary organisations to
reach out and deliver digital inclusion initiatives, these very organisations are limited
by funding restrictions and resources.

National stakeholders also repeatedly referred to how poor quality or lack of digital
infrastructure (broadband/mobile phone reception) and closure of local assets, where
there are no other alternative venues for digital inclusion engagement and facilities,

exemplified digital exclusion, particularly in rural communities.

‘Local community organisations have an understanding of what local assets are
available, and can use those assets to build relationships such as using WIFI from

another organisation. However, in a rural area they [local community organisations]
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have fewer choices about those things [assets] because internet connection is more
of an issue and assets are depleting in rural areas’ [MA10].

Knowledge sharing

The notion of knowledge sharing was revealed to be an important meditating factor for
the object of the activity system to be achieved. Although the term ‘knowledge sharing’
was not used explicitly by stakeholders, knowledge sharing activities clearly evidenced
by stakeholders included the advocacy of digital inclusion research, evaluation and
case studies at events and conferences through workshops and presentations, but

also between networks and communities of practice.

The significance of knowledge sharing is specifically highlighted through the
development of a digital inclusion community of practice that involved a selection of
national-level stakeholders as explained:

‘We wanted to find a way to improve that process of sharing learning and improving
[digital inclusion] practice, for that reason we made the decision to create a community
of practice......... By and large they [organisations within community of practice] were
in agreement that they wanted an opportunity to share between themselves how their
projects were developing and to have opportunities to do things like talking about
arising issues/problems in terms of delivery. ...................... What we noticed was
that there are two elements to the community of practice. One is that learning process
and the sharing of learning between partners, and the second is sharing that
knowledge externally’ [MA16].

Another national stakeholder evidenced knowledge sharing through the development
of a network of rural community organisations with whom they collaborate as

explained:

‘One thing that is really critical is the shared practice through upskilling between
different community organisations in rural contexts. It creates this network to network
in rural areas which is stronger than those businesses existing in isolation’ [MA17].

However, a number of contradictions were identified in relation to knowledge

sharing, and the community of the activity system.
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To begin with, stakeholders revealed there is a need for more joined up thinking in

relation to digital inclusion work.

‘One of our key recommendations from our case study work was to have a more joined
up approach and a clear digital inclusion strategy and plan in place. | think it's a mixed
bag of how it actually happens’ [MA4].

‘The more we can create forums to come and discuss the better. | don’t think there
has been enough of those spaces’ [MA1].

An example of this disconnect and lack of knowledge sharing was highlighted in
relation to digital inclusion policy and digital health policy:

‘I looked at each of the digital health strategies of the health boards and only one of
them said anything about digital inclusion........ It’s that kind of policy convergence
that isn’t great’ [MA9].

The lack of joined-up thinking and knowledge sharing was also highlighted across the
public sector as explained:

‘People who lack basic digital skills brush up against all sorts of public services and
those public services need to be aware of the [digital inclusion] support available to
those that they can signpost to, and there is probably something that needs to be done
there’ [MA18].

Furthermore, stakeholders from the different nations interviewed repeatedly confirmed
while they were interested in digital inclusion initiatives happening in other nations,
they had limited knowledge of such activities, thus highlighting a division in practice
and a lack of knowledge sharing. This division of practice between the nations relates
to the rules, community and division of labour elements and thus the object and
outcome of the activity.

Finally, stakeholders revealed opportunities for knowledge sharing through the
evaluation process. For example, stakeholders revealed they are required to evaluate
digital inclusion initiatives on which they have received funding, by reporting back to
government or the specific funding body on performance, number of people reached,

137



and what worked well etc. However, while this evaluative process presents an
opportunity for knowledge sharing, the findings revealed that there is a tendency of

making these evaluations over positive:

‘There is a culture of reticence in sharing what doesn’t work. | think people are always
worried about where their next grant, next donation is coming from, so they worry that
might hinder their funding, but any funder worth their salt would much prefer to know
ahead of time that the intervention won’t work and how can we change the model to

reflect a more effective approach’ [MA1].
I think there is a bit of an issue with overclaiming in evaluations’ [MA9].

This apparent reluctance to share what doesn’t necessarily work on digital inclusion
practice thus implicates the reliability of such evaluations and highlights a contradiction

between the community, norms, and object of this activity system.

Policy and Practice

Stakeholders spoke in depth about digital inclusion policy and practice, specifically
in relation to how the implementation and delivery of digital inclusion initiatives are
governed, supported and constrained by policy and practice. As such the mediating
factor of policy and practice finds its natural home within the rules and norms
element of the activity system. For clarity, policy in this context relates to policy specific
to digital inclusion, but also other policies identified by stakeholders that affect the
implementation and delivery of the digital inclusion agenda. Practice in this context
relates to the practice of digital inclusion delivery, such as the delivery of digital skills
training and digital inclusion support.

Stakeholders evidenced their understanding of the UK digital inclusion agenda by
repeatedly citing policy documents such as the UK Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office,
2013); individual digital inclusion strategies for Scotland and Wales; the Essential
Digital Skills Framework; and the recently introduced Basic Digital Skills Entitlement.
Stakeholders overwhelmingly presented digital inclusion policy in a positive light,
highlighting the benefits individuals gain from digital inclusion support. Beneficial
factors mentioned included cost and time savings, providing a more convenient

experience to accessing services online.
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‘I think costs are the driver and | think we have to accept that. It’s really about a better
experience for citizens and saves money and time’ [MA9].

However, stakeholders in some instances offered a more critical perspective of digital
inclusion policy, revealing some downsides of services being moved online and digital

inclusion support, particularly for those living in rural communities. For example:

‘Being online is not always a universal benefit. People have talked to me quite a bit
about being concerned about internet addiction and cyber-bullying......... On the one
hand we want people to be online, but also on the other hand most gambling now is
done online. So, by getting online they are exposed to another public health issue in
gambling’ [MA9].

‘You can give people this training and open up this whole new world, to some people,
yet that could be dangerous in the hands of some. So, it is definitely important that we
do that’ [MA3].

A contradiction identified between the object of the activity system and policy and
practice relates to how specific policies have brought challenges to the digital
inclusion arena. For example, the Government’'s commitment that universal high-
speed broadband will be delivered by a regulatory Universal Service Obligation, giving
everyone speed of at least 10Mbps by 2020. However, some of the stakeholders
expressed skepticism about this obligation particularly in relation to rural areas and
the difficulties with geography and infrastructure. As explained:

‘Infrastructure is difficult in rural areas. It’'s more sustainable to have broadband where

there is commercial pressure or investment in broadband’ [MAZ2].

Furthermore a dominant contradiction identified is that despite the strategic intent of
government policy to encourage digital inclusion activities through initiatives and
partnership working, stakeholders repeatedly acknowledged increasing tensions in
relation to the government’s digital-by-default agenda, through the UK government’s
Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office, 2013) as government services are moved online,
specifically Universal Credit, and the impact this has on digitally marginalised

communities.
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‘I think the biggest impact and biggest challenge for digital inclusion on the ground at
the moment is Universal Credit, | think it’s really interesting as there’s strategic goals
which the government has but there are also policies which they are bringing in which

disrupt moving towards those goals’ [MA17].

Stakeholders highlighted how this contradiction is magnified in rural communities due

to the reduction and closure of local face-to-face services.

‘We can see UK Government have made big changes to their digital platform, but the
danger there is so much has been removed from the analogue channel that people
who are [digitally] excluded get a really poor service. So, | think that is a risk now as
that can go too far. People may get frustrated, maybe left without support, or money,
or health support in the future’ [MA3].

The removal of analogue channel’s as services move online is stated in the Digital
Strategy:

‘We must close existing alternative channels as the demand for non-digital services
decreases. Where an alternative channel remains, it must be recalibrated to provide
assisted digital support. There will be a strong presumption towards procuring external
resource to provide assisted digital support, from the private sector, the voluntary
sector, and other parts of the public sector’ (Digital Strategy, 2013).

Yet clearly as highlighted by national-level stakeholders, this causes challenges in

rural communities.

Organisational culture

Stakeholders revealed how they are influenced by specific norms in which they
operate. For example, trusted institutional norms were revealed by stakeholders
through the theme of organisational culture. More specifically, national stakeholders
revealed the trusted processes and mechanisms involved in how funding bids, reports,
indicators and evaluations are designed and prescribed by funder organisations areas,
and reliant on the rules and norms to complete online applications, reports and
evaluations. Indeed, some national stakeholders just bid for funding, while others bid
but also distribute funding. Embedded in this process stakeholders indirectly
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acknowledged the mutual trust between themselves and funders based on reputation,
stability and reliability of funders and mutual expectations. Despite this, some
stakeholders acknowledged that there is a need to change the funding model to fit the

evolving nature of digital inclusion.

‘Funding needs to change. Where funding needs to adapt and change is realizing it's
a longer, harder game when you are working with people who are more vulnerable in
society. If you think you can create a big easy scheme and scoop up lots of people,
those years have gone’ [MAG].

References were also made for the need to change digital inclusion rhetoric and
organisational culture around that. For example, stakeholders, highlighted that:

‘We need to recognise where the system is at and what is wrong with the
system............ We talk about digital inclusion in transactional terms when its more
about relationships. Government and Tech giants have been very good at putting
infrastructure in place, but now we need more influence from the social sector and
third sector’ [MAG].

‘We need to move from the technical/transactional to civic behavior. We need to be
thinking more how we get people to use this utility [digital] to empower themselves and
improve their lives’ [MA11].

Stakeholders also highlighted the need to look at digital inclusion in rural areas and
future approaches that could be taken to reach isolated communities.

‘I think there needs to be a different approach in rural areas. We need to find a way of
using the resources better. For example, one of the things most rural communities
may still have is a school. We were talking about maybe using the school as more of
a hub and trying to create hubs around the school setting and running sessions after
school in the evening [MA3].

‘What | would really like to see is that in every community there is a community hub,
whether it’s a village hall, a library, a shop, where there is a room with free computers
that people can use and learn, staffed by volunteers, people do their digital champion
work so it's a self-sustaining, peer-to-peer community-led way of helping people to
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understand the importance of digital. | think in small rural communities it’s easier to do
that kind of thing where everyone knows each other and trust each other’ [MA11].

Collaboration

Finally, national-level stakeholders revealed that collaboration is crucial to the process
of implementing, engaging and delivering digital inclusion initiatives. Indeed,
collaborative practice was taken as a norm by most national-level stakeholders and
entwined in this was an element of trust, specifically trust-building across the national-
level digital inclusion community. This embedded ‘institutional trust’” within
collaborative practice across the stakeholders in turn enables the organisations to

connect national to local.

‘We work quite closely in collaboration with national organisations in England and
Wales. We are part of the [national initiative] programme, which supports people to

get online and digital champions’ [MA2].

National-level stakeholders also provided evidence of collaborating with intermediary
organisations through specific digital inclusion approaches to implement digital

inclusion initiatives and capacity-building as explained:

‘Where we all learnt together, so we build on the capacity and insights of the third
sector organisations in this space, give them a voice in this space where we thought

it was absent before’ [MAB].

Collaboration and partnership cross-sector working in relation to digital inclusion is
also clearly encouraged in the UK government’s digital strategy, through the
development of the Digital Skills Partnership which brings together technology
companies, local businesses, local government, charities and other organisations with
an interest in digital inclusion. The extent to which collaboration and partnership cross-
sector working happens on the ground is further discussed in the intermediary-level

findings in section 5.3.3.2 and multilevel findings in section 5.5.2.

Summary of contradictions
Table 18 provides a summary of primary contradictions revealed from the national-

level analysis.
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Location of primary Description of contradiction
contradiction
Subject Myriad of national organisations and agencies involved in digital

inclusion initiatives with differing missions/agendas but with the

same object

Community Some great cross-sector work happening but apparent lack of

joined-up thinking.

Community Frustration with the lack of funding and investment for digital

inclusion work

Division of labour Dependency on intermediary organisations to deliver digital

inclusion training and support

Table 18 Primary contradictions (national-level)

Table 19 provides a summary of secondary contradictions revealed from the national-
level analysis.

Location of Description of contradiction

contradiction

Subject-tools Reliance on intermediary organisations but with limited investment

Tools-Division of | Assumption that established human intermediaries have sufficient digital and

labour teaching skills themselves to support digitally excluded communities

Subject-Tools Inconsistency with use of terminology in relation to digital skills and use of

Essential digital skills framework

Tools - Object Inequality in terms of technological and local infrastructure in rural

communities hampers digital inclusion support and provision

Tools - Object Reactionary approaches to digital inclusion initiatives are forcing
intermediaries to supply on-the-spot reactive support, while taking them

away from more participative, capacity-building community-based

approaches.
Tools - Object Lack of consideration for rurality in approaches to digital inclusion initiatives
Rules - More potential for knowledge sharing between organisations involved in
Community digital inclusion provision
Rules - Object Funding bids difficult for small community organisations such as those

commonly found in rural communities, due to the lack of resource.

Rules - Object Cuts to funding was repeatedly mentioned by stakeholders as

barriers/hinderers to implementing sustainable digital inclusion initiatives.

Table 19 Secondary contradictions (national-level)
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5.3 Intermediary-level findings

In this section findings from 28 intermediary-level stakeholder interviews, 10
observations of digital inclusion training and support, and training materials are
analysed based on the elements of the activity system. The intermediary-level
thematic network table (Appendix 9) reveals the findings which have been transposed
onto the intermediary-level digital inclusion initiative provision activity system
presented in Figure 9 and discussed through the lens of AT.

Tools
Approaches to digital inclusion
initiatives; Digital skills learning
resources, Infrastructure;
Approaches to digital skills training &
support; Trust

e/
/s \
\".
/S ‘\‘\
Subject \, Object Outcome
Stakeholders from intermediary \. Advocacy & delivery Improved digital skills
organisations operating at regional level \, of digital inclusion of individuals in UK
through to hyper-local level from three UK .’\ skills training & communltles; ]
rural regions 7 N\ support community capacity
S A building;
e /
— '_/"
N A ‘
/S \
./'l \\
S V-\-. /'/ "n._‘
& L 3 -3
Rules & Norms Community Division of labour

Funding & political environment
Policy & practice
Knowledge sharing
Collaboration
Sustainability
Societal and cultural norms

Governments and national organisations
Intermediary organisations & actors
Funding bodies, Networks
Corporates
Digital champions/Trainers
Recipients of digital inclusion support in
life & in the workplace

UK government
Nation & local government
Funding bodies
Regional & local intermediary
organisations & actors
Digital champions/Trainers
Local community

Figure 9 Activity system or intermediary-level aigital Inciusion initiative provision

5.3.1 Overview of intermediary-level activity system

The activity system illustrated in Figure 9 is intermediary-level digital inclusion
initiative provision within the context of UK rural communities. Through the lens of AT,
the findings highlight relationships across the AT elements and mediating factors, and
reveal contradictions which permeate the activity system that affect the provision of

digital inclusion initiatives.

The collective subject of the activity system are intermediary-level stakeholders from
organisations operating at regional-level through to hyper-local community level, who

provided a multi-voiced perspective about their involvement in digital inclusion
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initiative provision, specifically the delivery of digital inclusion training and support in
the context of UK rural communities, across England, Scotland and Wales. For most
intermediary-level stakeholders (subjects), the delivery of digital inclusion training and
support was the object of their activity system, with the desired outcome of seeing
an improvement in the digital skills of the recipients of digital inclusion training and
support, and community capacity-building However, for some intermediary-level
stakeholders, sustainable digital inclusion activities and community capacity building

were additional desired outcomes.

Intermediary-level stakeholders (subjects), identified through the study fieldwork,
worked for a variety of intermediary organisations and agencies as illustrated in Figure
10, whose roles ranged from directors of social enterprises, managers and project
managers from third sector organisations, through to digital inclusion officers from
local authorities, community engagement officers and digital skills coordinators from
community organisations, and digital champions (volunteer or employed).

Regional Networks of local
intermediary intermediary
organisations & organisations &
agencies agencies

Super intermediary

organisations Hyper—logal
community

organisations &
enterprises

(Regional Office of - .
national third sector Individuals in
organisation) need of

digital
inclusion
support

Figure 10 Typology of intermediary organisations

The typology illustrates the range of intermediary organisations, agencies and
enterprises involved in the provision of digital inclusion initiatives, in which
intermediary-level stakeholders operate to deliver digital inclusion training and
support. Brief details of the intermediary organisations in which intermediary

stakeholders operate captured in the study fieldwork include:
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e Regional intermediary organisations and agencies - regional organisations
and agencies, such as local authorities;

e Networks of local intermediary organisations and agencies - national or
regional networks of local organisations and agencies such as learning and
advice centres, library services, service providers and housing associations
that cover specific regions;

e Hyper-local community organisations and enterprises — such as learning
centres, a sports association, community centres, a school, and a church.

e Super intermediary organisations — such as regional branches of national

government funded bodies and national charities;

Intermediary-level stakeholders revealed how some intermediary organisations
include digital inclusion as a funded activity on top of their other social change
objectives; others do digital inclusion as part of their day-to-day operation or
organisational strategy; other organisations undertake digital inclusion activities, not
because they are funded to do so, but because of the ethos of the organisation and in
recognition of the moral, social and economic case for providing digital inclusion
support whilst at the same time helping their organisation pursue its social mission.
Importantly the degree to which digital inclusion was embedded within the
organisational culture of intermediary organisations from a strategic perspective varied
and is further discussed in section 5.3.2 on cultural norms.

The attributes of super intermediary organisations are specifically highlighted as
digital inclusion and the reduction of digitally marginalised communities is their core
mission or one of their main strategic goals; operate at national and regional level; and
through cross-sector working, engage, collaborate and develop partnerships with
regional agencies, charities and hyper-local community organisations, to reach those
in need of digital inclusion support. Intermediary-level stakeholders operating within
super intermediary organisations have an overview of the UK digital inclusion
landscape at regional and local level, whilst also having important strategic insight
from a national perspective. Such intermediary organisations were involved in digital
inclusion initiatives at the time of the study fieldwork and operate across several
regions in the UK including the regions included in this study. See Vignettes 1,2,3, and

4 for examples of their involvement in digital inclusion initiatives.
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Intermediary-level stakeholders revealed how they took on a number of roles and
required specific attributes during their involvement in the provision of digital inclusion

initiative training and support as listed below.

o Digital skills trainer;

e Digital champion

¢ Facilitator of the development of digital skill sessions;
¢ Advocate of digital inclusion;

e Collaboration and partnership development;

e Relationship building and trusted support;

¢ Connecting rural communities;

e Asset mapping;

e Capacity building.

The degree to which each intermediary-level stakeholder took on these roles and
attributes varied and demonstrates a granularity of the intermediary as illustrated in

the typology of intermediaries in Figure 11.

Super
intermediary

Digital

Established . :
inclusion

intermediary

intermediary

Individuals in
need of
digital
inclusion
support

Figure 11 Typology of intermediaries
For example, some intermediaries purely delivered digital skills training and support
for individuals (digital inclusion intermediary), others were established intermediaries
who were witnessing a change in their role (such as front-line workers in housing
associations) who were in a strategic position to help those in need of digital inclusion
support (established intermediary). However, some intermediaries were more involved
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at a strategic level, embedding digital inclusion activities across a region or for a
specific community or organisation, playing a crucial brokering role, collaborating,
connecting and bringing organisations and communities together through the process

of delivering digital inclusion training and support (super intermediary)

The granularity of these specific ‘super intermediaries’ is further illustrated as a
typology in Figure 12 below.

Regional super
intermediary
actor with
national support

Regional super
intermediary
actor

Local super
intermediary
actor

Individuals in
need of
digital
inclusion
support

Figure 12 Typology of super intermediaries

The local super intermediary actor tended to display good knowledge and
understanding of the local rural community and its assets, compared to the regional
super intermediary actor who tended to have more knowledge from a regional
perspective, but with some understanding of local issues. Finally, super intermediaries
identified who had knowledge from a local and regional perspective who liaised with
organisations at local, regional and national-level in relation to policy, funding,
evaluation, and events can be defined as a regional super intermediary actor with
national support. The boundary spanning behaviours (Williams, 2013; Brown,
2017) displayed by super intermediaries appears to be of key importance in the
delivery of digital inclusion initiatives and reaching those in need for digital inclusion
support and is further discussed in section 5.3.3.2.
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As well as the specifics of their role, Intermediary-level stakeholders revealed they
provide digital inclusion training and support for individuals in everyday life and in the
workplace. Such individuals can be differentiated into three distinct categories:

e Digitally excluded/marginalised — individuals who received support with
digital skills for a specific need, interest or transaction. Examples of individuals
receiving support observed are discussed in the individual-level findings in
section 5.4.

e Front-line staff — individuals whose role in the workplace puts them in a
position where they directly interact with individuals who may be digitally
excluded or marginalised in some way. Such front-line workers received
support to improve their digital skills and build confidence in how they could
support others as part of their job through the means of digital. Front-line
workers observed in the study fieldwork included wardens from a housing
association, and staff working in care homes. See section 5.3.3. for more
details.

¢ Rural business workers — individuals who received support with digital skills
for their rural business to learn to make the most of digital technology in the

context of rural communities.

Stakeholders revealed how historically, digital inclusion training and support was
offered predominantly to digitally excluded or digitally marginalised individuals.

‘About ten years ago it [digital inclusion support] was just about the old folk and getting
older people online’ [ME19]

However, as discovered in the study fieldwork, there has been a shift to also
supporting front-line staff and business workers in the context of rural communities,
who can reach those hard to reach communities in need of digital inclusion support,
while also aiming to embed digital inclusion at strategic level within organisations. This
marks a significant step-change in the digital inclusion landscape, revealing a

significant finding as discussed in section 5.3.3 and illustrated in vignette 3.

Intermediary-level stakeholders also provided their perspective of the drivers behind
digital inclusion initiative provision; specific digital inclusion approaches used to
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implement and deliver digital inclusion initiatives, and the challenges of delivering
these within a rural context, as discussed in section 5.3.3.

The following section provides a brief overview describing the tools, rules and
norms, community, and division of labour elements of the intermediary-level
activity system which is followed by a more detailed account of the mediators of this

activity system in section 5.3.3.

5.3.2 Tools, rules and norms, community, division of labour overview

Through the lens of AT, Tools which mediate this activity include approaches to
digital inclusion initiatives; infrastructure; digital skills learning resources
(online, offline and blended); trust, and approaches to digital inclusion initiative
training and support.

Rules and norms refer to the explicit and implicit support, regulations, norms,
conventions and standards that support or constrain actions within this activity system.
Specific rules identified in this activity include funding and political environment,
policy and practice, knowledge sharing, collaboration, sustainability, and

societal and cultural norms.

Community incorporates those who share a general or common objective in the
activity. In the case of this activity system, community relates to government and
national organisations; regional and local intermediary organisations; funding bodies;
networks, corporates, tutors and digital champions; and recipients of digital inclusion
activities. As highlighted at national level, the community element of this activity
system illustrates the ‘ecosystem’ of stakeholders involved in digital inclusion

initiatives.

Division of labour for this activity is hierarchical in nature. Intermediary organisations
deliver digital inclusion activities to individuals in need of digital inclusion support,
through approaches (such as those described above), often in relation to a specific
need. Intermediary organisations sometimes work directly with government
departments, national organisations and funding bodies on national digital inclusion
initiatives (see vignette 1 below). Others focus on regional and hyper-local-level
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initiatives to reach out and support those in need (see vignette 2 below) working with
digital champions, digital trainers and the local community.

5.3.3 Mediating factors

What follows is a more detailed account of the mediators of this activity system. This
includes the rules and norms underpinning the digital inclusion activities carried out
by intermediary-level stakeholders; the established division of labour; and the tools
available to the community, where a number of contradictions that permeate this

activity are revealed.

5.3.3.1 Tools

Tools mediate the subject’s activities and can either enable or constrain these. Tools
are considered concrete (e.g. technology) or abstract (e.g. language) and both actions
and tools are influenced by the social, cultural context (Engestrom, 1987). As
mentioned above, tools which mediate this activity system include approaches to
digital inclusion initiatives; infrastructure; digital skills learning resources;
trust; and approaches to digital inclusion initiative training and support and are

described as follows:

Approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision
Specific approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision captured through the

study fieldwork involving intermediary-level stakeholders include:

e Community-based approaches;
e Integrated approaches;

e Reactionary approaches.

A brief description of these approaches is included in the national-level findings in
section 5.2.3. Vignettes describing examples of these approaches captured in the
study fieldwork through observations of digital inclusion sessions are provided below,
combined with a summary of essential factors which contribute to the implementation
of these rural digital inclusion initiatives. These specific examples were chosen
because of their similar missions, but contrasting approaches. For purposes of
confidentiality, names of the initiatives have been assigned pseudonyms and

participating organisations have been anonymised.
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Vignette 1 - National digital inclusion initiative with a community-based
approach

This national digital inclusion initiative, delivered through the regional office of a
national government funded intermediary organisation, is part of an intergenerational
national digital inclusion initiative. The interactive digital training session observed
involved students from a local rural school (trained as digital champions by said
organisation) to visit residents at a local care home to share knowledge about using
digital technology through the use of wi-fi enabled tablets. The session was chaired
by a regional digital skills tutor from the national government funded intermediary
organisation, and facilitated by a regional community engagement officer and care
home staff member employed by a housing association.

Essential factors — This initiative provided digital inclusion training and support where
individuals reside to engage with them face-to-face. Intermediaries played a crucial
role in the upskilling of school students as digital champions and in collaborating with
the school and housing association. This in turn enabled the initiative to develop
capacity building for the local community. This together with the organisational culture
of the housing association which understands the benefits digital inclusion can bring
to their residents, and that of the school which promotes digital inclusion through this
partnership and its community internet café, contributed to a potential sustainable

digital inclusion model.

Vignette 2 - Hyper-local community-based approach

Tea & Tech (anonymised) is a hyper-local community-based initiative delivered in a
rural church chaired by regional digital skills tutor from a national charity and facilitated
by the church community coordinator and a digital champion. The initiative observed
involved an informal drop-in training session held within a church activity space where
members of the local rural community can bring in devices and ask for digital support
while having tea and cake.

Essential factors — This initiative relied on individuals choosing to participate and walk
through the door of the community organisation to receive face-to-face digital inclusion
training and support. The church community coordinator, who instigated the Tea &
Tech initiative by approaching the national charity at a local regional event, is a paid,

permanent member of staff for the church. A supportive environment was provided
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through a welcoming, community space, empathetic support, the opportunity to borrow
a tablet, and the social context. Community capacity building was developed through
the digital champion training of the church community coordinator who can continue
to support others in the community once funding is withdrawn for the regional digital
Skills tutor, due to ongoing support through a digital champion online network. In this
instance a short-term collaborative partnership was formed between a national charity
and a rural church, which resulted in developing a potential sustainable digital

inclusion initiative.

Vignette 3 - Integrated digital inclusion initiative approach

The collaboration between a rural-based housing association and the regional branch
of a national third sector organisation (super intermediary organisation) is an example
of an integrated digital inclusion initiative approach. The regional project manager of
the national third sector organisation (regional super intermediary with national
support) instigated the collaboration as part of a regional digital inclusion initiative by
providing in-house digital champion ftraining for wardens working in each of the
housing associations residential homes and their manager. This training provided the
wardens with confidence and knowledge to support their tenants with digital skills as
embedded digital champions (as further explained in section 5.4.1 in individual-level
findings). Previous to the training, wardens were providing a reactionary, less informed

digital inclusion support as outlined in vignette 4.

Essential factors — Wardens play a crucial role as front-line workers whose role puts
them in a position of trust to support vulnerable tenants with digital inclusion.
Attendance of the manger at the training displayed management buy-in to the digital
inclusion training, and reassurance for the wardens that management would support
their training moving forward. The training session provided an opportunity to share
knowledge about the challenges faced by tenants accessing and using digital
technology and online service, living in a rural context. The training resulted in the
housing association proposing to develop a digital inclusion policy for the wardens,

and capacity building for the local community.

The three vignettes above provide examples of positive digital inclusion initiatives
delivered within rural communities which have taken a strength-based approach

(rather than a deficit-based approach) to digital inclusion. Although they have differing
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approaches, they have the same mission of providing digital inclusion support, whilst
working with the local community, developing capacity building and sustainability
using the tools and rules and norms elements of the activity system. The following
vignette provides an example of a contrasting approach to digital inclusion support
observed during the study fieldwork.

Vignette 4 - Reactionary digital inclusion initiative approach

This approach as the name suggests becomes necessary due to people requiring on-
the-spot support from human intermediaries often in public libraries or advice centres,
who are unable to use online government services and need support through an
intermediary organisation or actor to help them with a specific digital transaction. In
turn intermediary organisations find themselves having to react to the complex needs
of individuals (often those who are socially excluded or marginalised), resulting in a
less-informed approach to digital inclusion support, that can leave the individual even
less enticed to use digital technology and online services. An example of a reactionary
approach observed involved a lady attending an advice centre to get support to access
online government services. She was noticeably anxious. Although she had internet
access at home, the connection was too slow to use the online verification system for
the Universal Credit welfare benefit digital system. The intermediary at the advice
centre played a crucial role in providing the client with support. Although digital
inclusion from the client’s perspective was not an obvious central need, from an
intermediation point of view, digital inclusion support was essential to help the client

with her online transaction and resolve her enquiry.

Essential factors — Intermediaries need to possess a calm persona, while providing
empathetic support. Due to the urgent nature of the support, the intermediary may not
always be in the position to advocate the benefits of digital inclusion, as in this case,
which may result in the individual remaining digitally marginalised, due to the short-

term nature of the intervention.

These approaches to digital inclusion initiatives highlight a significant contradiction
between the tools and object and ultimately the outcome of this activity system, as
approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision have had to change and innovate
due to the evolving nature of the digital inclusion landscape, and the realisation of how

local human intermediaries are best-placed to reach out and engage with those in
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need of digital support, including those on the margins of society, but also those
established human intermediaries who are in regular contact with communities in need
of support. However, intermediaries have also found themselves having to provide
digital inclusion support in a more reactive way, helping those in need of on-the-spot
support for accessing and using online services, specifically Universal Credit, whilst
taking intermediaries away from the preferred community/integrated-based digital

inclusion initiative approaches.

Approaches to digital inclusion skills training and support

Through the study fieldwork, insight was gained into the approaches taken by
intermediary-level stakeholders in delivering digital inclusion skills training and support
within the region in which they were based. This includes details of how digital skills
training and digital support was undertaken within a rural context, details of the format
of specific digital inclusion sessions observed, and the inherent challenges in the

process.

Stakeholders took the time to define what is meant by digital inclusion training and

support as explained:

‘Digital inclusion projects are about getting residents digitally included and providing
free courses and support for them’ [ME10]

‘Digital skills training has moved on from end-users to organisations. Our involvement
would be time limited with an agency and we do a show and tell of how to work with
hard to reach groups. It’s not about learning how to use MS Excel. lts more about
helping them to know how to keep their family safe online and how to share that
knowledge’ [ME18]

This therefore highlights how digital inclusion training and support is not just about the
provision of access and digital skills training, it's also about the development of
peoples’ soft skills in a supportive environment. Importantly these insights show how
training and support is provided not just to ‘end users’ but to front-line support workers.

For clarity the sessions captured through the study fieldwork are divided between
training sessions and support sessions.
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Training sessions observed and discussed were delivered in a classroom group
format, with a trainer at the front of the class, in a classroom environment. Training
sessions observed were delivered to targeted front-line workers and managers from
housing associations, and to a group of volunteers from a rural village. However,
stakeholders also mentioned training third sector organisations and staff from local
authorities. The training sessions observed were interactive digital champion training
sessions with the aim to advocate the benefits of digital inclusion and upskill
participants in relation to how they can support others through digital technology as
explained

‘We run sessions through their [front-line workers) own fears of facing others and the
need of not having to be a digital whizz. People worry that their ability is not good
enough, and that they are doing something wrong. So, it’s about building their
confidence and touching on the main points they need to consider. Things like security,
keeping things simple for people and watching geeky terminology, and being honest
with people’ [ME3].

Participants in the sessions observed seemed relatively engaged in the training as

captured in his observation note:

The trainer encouraged participants to introduce one another and to discuss issues
related to digital. Participants were clearly keen to take part in the training, but were
also aware of limited time they had to take part due to work commitments. They were
happy to talk about stories of experiences with tenants and willing to share knowledge
about their own experiences [OB2].

However, through the interviews, intermediary stakeholders revealed not all front-line
workers are so keen to be trained due to their lack of confidence in their own digital
skills, but also the negative affects digital has on their clients. The following quote from
a super intermediary captures the essence of these viewpoints as explained:

‘Sometimes staff can be quite resistant to digital. It is definitely about their own digital
Skills, what they were nervous about and makes them hate it [digital]. It is up to us to
turn that around. .....Sometimes | am working with staff from the third sector who are

dead angry about digital because they see the terrible impact it is having on the most
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vulnerable people [referring to those supporting individuals with online services]. So,
during training with them, they will be saying ‘it just makes me mad, it’s just another
example of things getting worse for the poorest people, people who are having the
crappiest time, this is terrible for them’. I'll be in there trying to unpick some of that. For
me it’s understanding and empathising with their appropriate anger, and then saying
what is going to happen if you don’t support them, and how you can use digital to make
their lives better’ [ME19].

This emphasises the crucial role super intermediaries play in training up front-line
workers and building capacity into communities, whilst raising the question if such
capacity-building training did not exist, what would be happening to digitally excluded

communities.

Support sessions observed in contrast were less formal often in the format of drop-
in sessions where intermediaries held regular sessions in a fixed location in a rural
public library or church where members of the public could drop-in between specific
hours for one-one-one support or as a small group. Intermediaries also held support
sessions in care homes, where residents of the home could drop-in without having to
leave their building. Digital inclusion support referred to and observed included digital
support for job seeking, accessing government services, online shopping and online
banking, to searching for reliable health information. Intermediaries stressed the
importance of making digital inclusion support compelling in nature so it would engage

individuals, ease any fears and encourage them to want to learn more as explained:

‘People who come along are quite afraid at first but overcome some of their fears after
a bit of trial and error. | always do training linked to a hobby’ [OBT7].

The importance of making digital inclusion training and support person-centred and
relevant was also highlighted as explained:

‘Adults are internally motivated and self-directed. Adults bring life experiences and
knowledge to learning experiences. Adults are goal-orientated. Adults are relevancy
orientated. It needs to be relevant to them otherwise they switch off. Adults are
practical. They need to practice what they do, and adults like to be respected’ [ME14].
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This particularly stakeholder referred to Blooms Taxonomy and Knowles Learning
Theory of Relevancy, the only interviewee to do so during data collection.

The need to practice and do things for themselves was particularly evident in
observations where participants of the sessions were encouraged to use devices
themselves rather than having someone do it for them and show them. However,
stakeholders also emphasised that not everyone is motivated to get digital inclusion
support as explained:

‘People who don’t want to attend won’t come to an advertised IT class. The only way
to motivate them is by trying to get to groups that they attend such as the local
walking group, or bowls etc. They are not forced into it [digital inclusion support]. You
get chatting to people about the benefits of technology. It’s very rare these days to
come across someone who doesn’t have some of sort of technology in a drawer at
home. But you do come across people who have no interest and wish to carry on as
they are, and you have to respect that’ [ME3].

Other support sessions observed were in advice centres where intermediaries were
providing social support which included an element of on-the-spot, reactionary digital
inclusion support. See Vignette 4 for an example of a reactionary session. The
sessions observed were on a one-on-one basis, and were generally stressful in nature

as captured in the observation note below:

The client comes into the interview room with lots of folders and letters. The room is
very small with three chairs and a desk and one small window, with barely any room
to fully open the door. The client is clearly uncomfortable in this environment, looks
agitated, is visibly shaking with tears in her eyes. The client asks for help with housing
benefit and using the online system as she is going through a divorce. The
intermediary took on a trusted, caring role, whilst working in an efficient manner
[OB10].

This again emphasises the crucial role of the intermediary in providing support not just
with digital skills but in a caring capacity and in a position of trust. The motivation of
individuals receiving digital inclusion support is further discussed in the individual-level
findings in section 5.4.1.
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How digital inclusion skills training and support session were instigated was also
discussed by intermediary-level stakeholders. In relation to training sessions
observed, participants were either invited to attend a one-off training event either
through their organisation or directly through an intermediary organisation. For
example, the volunteers from OB3 and the church community coordinator from OB4
approached the intermediary organisation directly for training, displaying a bottom-up
community-based approach to digital inclusion. In contrast, through a more
strategic, integrated approach, frontline workers participating in OB1 and OB2 were
approached directly by intermediary organisations in the effort to build-capacity and

advocate digital inclusion.

To achieve this more targeted, integrated approach, super intermediaries working
from a more strategic point of view highlighted the importance of asset-mapping
across their region to ascertain opportunities and gaps for digital inclusion provision
and potential partners as explained:

‘We work with parish councils and identify what the need is in a certain areas, and
then work with the learning provider to set up a course’ [ME10]

‘We do monitor where we do deliver across the county already....... really it’s about
us getting to know as many of the local partners as possible and figuring out what their

learners need’ [ME11]

Some unintended consequences of digital inclusion training and support were also
observed in the study fieldwork as explained:

‘An unintended consequence of the digital inclusion training session became apparent
when the trainer stated ‘| have created a monster’ referring to a resident who had
made a politically motivated comment after viewing a news item about Brexit. The
trainer’s comment appears to imply that on the one hand he enabled a resident to use
video-conferencing for the first time and see her family in New Zealand, whilst at the
same time exposing the resident to the Internet and the inherent challenges that brings
with accessing reliable information. The trainer appeared visibly upset.’ [OB5 note].
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Infrastructure
Infrastructure in relation to technological, local and social infrastructures were
frequently referred to as key factors in the delivery of digital inclusion initiative

provision by stakeholders and thus an essential tool in this activity system.

Technological infrastructure such as mobile phone reception, broadband and WiFi
connectivity, and digital devices such as access to mobile devices (phones and
tablets) and laptops, were repeatedly cited as crucial technological tools for providing
digital inclusion training and support.

For example, as mentioned in vignette 1 and 2, tablets and mobile phones were most
commonly used in digital inclusion sessions which were either owned by those
attending the session or provided by the intermediary organisation to enable
individuals to try them out.

Mobile devices were also used in compelling ways in digital inclusion training sessions
in the effort to advocate digital inclusion to front-line workers and management of
service providers and encourage them to consider digital inclusion as an important
consideration for their clients. For example, the use of language and cultural heritage
combined with the use of digital technology as a way to engage elderly residents in
care homes was demonstrated to staff employed by care home providers in Wales.

The trainer handed out VR headsets with pre-loaded film content to those participating
in the workshop. Through the VR headset participants watched content from film
archives showing footage of life in ‘the olden days’, music, and local scenery of the
Welsh coastline and mountains. The trainer highlighted how enabling residents in care
homes to view such content in this way would stimulate their senses and evoke
memories that would be of benefit to their well-being, particularly those suffering from
Alzheimer’s and Dementia [OB1].

However, poor connectivity (broadband and mobile) was highlighted as a key barrier
to providing digital inclusion support, where intermediaries had to think of ‘out of the

box’ ways of improving connectivity.
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‘The WiFi in venues can be unreliable and so | have to use multiple devices and a MiFi
device at times to enable sessions to happen’ [ME16]

‘It is difficult to find venues in rural areas. Home visits or a mobile van would be

cheaper as while some venues are free others charge’ [OB7]

Some intermediaries noted that connectivity is improving, but individuals are unaware

of this as explained:

‘People get stuck in their head that there is poor connectivity to my village, and they
don’t realise that this changes over time as there is a drive for better connection, better
speeds. They don'’t realise that things move on’ [ME3].

Local and social infrastructures such as community assets, transport provision, and
the number of people available and willing to volunteer as digital champions were
frequently referred to be stakeholders as crucial factors in enabling the delivery of
digital inclusion training and support in rural communities. However, in many
instances, stakeholders referred to the depleted nature of such resource and how this
hampered digital inclusion training and support. The following quote sums up the
essence of this:

‘Rurally we have a lack of transport and venues. We have libraries dotted around but
you don’t have transport to access the library and not everyone drives. There is not a
train station everywhere and therefore have been lots of cuts in buses going through
villages every week. So rather than having buses running twice a day as in ten years
ago, now it could be just twice a week, which stops you from accessing bigger towns
and cities where you can go to a library or community centre etc. It seems massively

unfair just because of where you live’ [ME13].

The researcher attempted to use public transport while carrying out fieldwork as a way
of experiencing first-hand the issues with public transport, and despite best intentions,
the researcher had to resort to hiring a car or getting lifts from research participants.

Similar to that evidenced in the national-level findings, finding volunteers to support
others with digital due to the sparsity of the population but also the need to travel as

explained:
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‘some of the volunteers don’t drive, they could be student volunteers, elderly

volunteers that don’t drive which then makes it difficult to get to those rural areas
[ME10].

The lack of infrastructure in terms of technological infrastructure, but also in terms of
local/social infrastructure captured in the study fieldwork highlights a significant
contradiction between the tools element and the object of the activity system as the
lack of infrastructure hinders the provision of digital inclusion initiatives and the delivery
of digital inclusion skills training and support as further discussed in section 5.3.3.2

Digital skills learning resources

Similar to the national-level activity system findings, a key tool to enable the object
and desired outcome of this activity system is digital skills training and support for
those in need. Intermediary-level stakeholders interviewed and observed evidenced
training is often delivered through blending face-to-face informal learning with online
learning content, or purely online or face-to-face. Learning content and resources were
either tailor-made resources or specific online digital skills content, often on a theme

or information need, such as health information, relevant to the individuals’ context.

Trust

In terms of AT the issue of trust as a psychological tool was deeply embedded in the
intermediary-level activity system and was displayed in a variety of ways, specifically
through trusted relationships, trust in technology, trust in ones own ability (self-
efficacy), and institutional trust. Indeed, underpinning the issue of trust in this activity

system is the need for a trusted, supportive environment.

Intermediary-level stakeholders observed delivering digital inclusion training and
support often appeared to be in positions of trust, who had knowledge of the local rural
context and a thorough understanding of the challenges faced by rural communities.
Intermediaries effectively were in the position to give technology a human face by
building trust in the technology and relieving individuals from having to interact with
unfathomable digital interfaces. Furthermore, the development of trusted
relationships between intermediaries and those attending digital inclusion support
sessions appeared to be an essential factor in providing digital inclusion support

particularly for those living in rural isolated communities as explained:
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‘The community coordinator’s role appears particularly important for the rural
community as she herself has gained confidence from the digital champion training,
so she can now help with the technology in the church, and people attending weekly
digital inclusion sessions and the wider community. She is local to the community and
has built up a trusted relationship with the community’ [OB4]

Trusted supportive environment

The issue of trust is also important to intermediaries in relation to the level of trust (or
self-belief) in themselves to be able to support others (self-efficacy). For example, not
only do they need digital skills, more importantly they need to be able to impart their
knowledge with empathy. However, intermediaries are only best able to do this if there
is adequate, local resource and infrastructure, and technology that works for them to
draw on in the local rural community from which they feel supported and in which they

can trust.

However, intermediaries evidenced failings in the notion of the trusted, supportive
environment when dealing with enquiries for online government services. For
example, intermediaries were observed trying to do their best in offering social and
digital support to individuals in relation to Universal Credit. However, intermediaries
expressed anger and resentment towards the lack of support (in terms of funding and
resource) provided from the UK Government, funding bodies, and DWP, to enable
them to support individuals adequately. Indeed, intermediaries expressed how they
found themselves repeatedly struggling to meet demand, but also dealing with difficult
situations leaving them feeling ignored, and undervalued resulting in a breakdown in

institutional trust, as explained by focus group participants interviewed:

‘They [DWP] are looking at it [the situation] very factually, saying people aren’t claiming
[benefits] because they don’t need to. In my personal cynical view, it’s not in their
[DWP] interest to make it [Universal Credit online system] any easier for people to
claim’ [MEZ2]

‘Many people aren’t claiming benefits that need to claim benefits, and are living off no
money. People are putting themselves in horrendous situations, homeless, foodbanks
etc’ [MEZ2].
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‘People who designed it [Universal Credit] are from government agencies in urban
areas that have technical information about what happens in rural areas but don’t have
the experience of rural areas’ [MEZ2].

This clearly highlights a significant contradiction within the tools element of the
activity system and between the tools and object of the activity system, due to the

lack of apparent institutional trust that could effectively dismantle the activity system.

5.3.3.2 Rules and norms

Funding & political environment

The funding of digital inclusion initiatives was repeatedly referred to by intermediary-
level stakeholders. From an AT perspective, the constraining and enabling feature of
funding meant this factor finds its natural home in the rules and norms element of

this activity system.

Intermediaries in the form of learning providers deliver funded qualification-based
basic digital training, which is free to the end-user. However, a minimum number of
participants is required for the training to go ahead, which as highlighted by
stakeholders can be a problem in rural areas due to population sparsity.

‘In some sessions | only have one person come in as not everyone can or wants to

travel in a rural area’ [OBT].

Stakeholders repeatedly talked about the acquirement of short-term funding to support
digital inclusion initiatives and the additional costs of delivering in rural areas as
explained:

‘We are aware there were a lot of projects in digital inclusion but are always with short-

term funding, but very few in the rural context’ [ME19]

‘Not so many organisations are doing digital inclusion outreach work in rural areas
largely due to the costs of travelling and the lack of funding. It’s difficult to get funding

for rural areas as digital inclusion funding is often, but not always, target driven’ [ME1].
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This highlights a contradiction between the tools element and the object of the
activity system as the lack of funding hinders the provision of digital inclusion initiatives
and the delivery of digital inclusion skills training and support.

Funding cuts and closure of local assets also were repeatedly mentioned by
intermediary stakeholders as barriers/hinderers to implementing digital inclusion
activities, particularly in rural areas, thus affecting the successful delivery or indeed
sustainability of digital inclusion activities.

A lack of local and social infrastructures in rural communities were frequently

discussed by intermediary-level stakeholders, who expressed much frustration.

‘Closure of job centres, but also closure of banks is a real issue. There is now only
one bank in XXXXX [region in Scottish Highlands]. The impact this is having on small
businesses is really quite substantial. ............ There’s just this stripping back of
provision with no thought of what happens, and seeing digital as something that will
fix all that. So, banks are keen for online banking, but if you have a cash register full
of money, digital doesn’t help with that. It's making it very difficult for people living in
an economy where living in rural areas where there is still a lot of cash kicking about
rather than digital’ [ME19].

Indeed, stakeholders expressed concern of the closure of job centres in the highlands
of Scotland, emphasising how such closures had caused great anxiety of those trying
to travel to a job centre to verify their identity as part of the Universal Credit welfare
benefit process as explained:

‘The nearest job centre from here is either a 120-mile round trip north or an 80-mile
round trip south. We have to support people with travel costs’ [MEZ2].

Policy & practice

Similar to the national-level activity system findings, the mediating factor of policy and
practice was a dominant issue in relation to the provision of digital inclusion initiatives
in UK rural communities, specifically in relation to how the implementation and delivery

of digital inclusion initiatives are governed, supported and constrained. As such the
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mediating factor of policy and practice finds its natural home within the rules and

norms element of the activity system.

Stakeholders evidenced their understanding of the UK digital inclusion agenda by
repeatedly citing policy documents such as those listed in Table 17 in section 5.2.1.
Intermediary-level stakeholders also elaborated on how digital inclusion initiative
provision is driven through a growth of digital inclusion policy and strategy at regional
and local-level. For example, stakeholders reported how at a regional level, a growing
number of local authorities/district councils have developed or are in the process of
developing their own digital inclusion strategies which set out a range of activities to
help increase digital inclusion rates within the region. These strategies are often part
of the larger policy priority or strategic plan, driven by devolution and the UK
government’s Digital Strategy (Cabinet Office 2013; DCMS, 2017) and digital-by-
default agenda (as referred to in the national-level findings in 5.2).

Intermediary-level stakeholders also provided examples of how agencies and service
providers are beginning to embed digital inclusion into their organisation by employing
someone to take on that specific role but didn’t necessarily know of other people doing

similar work as explained:

‘My role is very new. You won't find that many people that cover the digital inclusion
and digital transformation in an organisation’ [ME13]

‘My role as digital transformation officer was implemented 18 months ago. It’s part of
the district council’s digital strategy, in which digital inclusion plays a big part’ [ME10]

However, a significant contradiction is evident between the rules and norm element
and object of this activity system in relation to digital inclusion policy and practice as
alluded to in the national-level findings. Intermediaries repeatedly highlighted the
struggles of digital inclusion provision in rural communities particularly in relation to
Universal Credit. This contradicts the story from the UK Digital Strategy and its digital-
by-default agenda which clearly states that:

‘We call this ‘assisted digital’. This is an integral part of providing digital-by-default
services. Departments will consider how they will provide this assistance at the same
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time as they are digitally transforming their services. Government Digital Service
worked with departments to develop a cross-government approach to this issue. This
is to ensure those users who need this help receive a consistent service across the
multiple services they use’ (Digital Strategy, 2014).

Intermediary stakeholder repeatedly mentioned the ‘assisted digital’ offer is limited,
and government instead leans on and relies on third sector and voluntary

organisations to do this work with little resource or funding.

Knowledge sharing

Very similar to the findings at national-level, the notion of ‘knowledge sharing’ was an
important meditating factor for the object of the activity system to be achieved.
Although the term ‘knowledge sharing’ was not used explicitly by intermediary
stakeholders, knowledge sharing activities were clearly evidenced, the extent to which
depended on their strategic involvement in the delivery of digital inclusion initiative
provision. For example, super intermediaries, demonstrated essential boundary
spanning behaviours by sharing insights to policy makers and national organisations,
through steering groups, round tables, policy events and conferences of their
experiences of delivering digital inclusion initiative provision in rural communities.

Indeed the researcher was invited to such an event through the research.

Knowledge sharing was also evidenced by intermediary stakeholders when providing
digital skills training and support for individuals, where there would impart knowledge
of how to use digital devices, but also how the use of such technology can provide
wider benefits, as further revealed in the individual-level findings in section 5.4.

Collaboration
Partnership working and collaboration with other organisations working in the digital
inclusion arena and beyond is actively encouraged through the UK Digital Strategy
(Cabinet Office, 2013) and was something that was revealed repeatedly through the
study fieldwork.

‘When | look at the challenge ahead of me there is no way that | can reach all of these
housing tenants by myself, so working in partnership is really important to me and
connecting with lots of people’ [ME13]
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For example, a digital inclusion officer employed by a local authority had created a
network of contacts, so they had a picture of all the digital inclusion activities
happening in the area, highlighting where there were gaps in provision in certain
localities. Such gaps could be closed by collaborating with parish councils or nearby

societal organisations and charities.

However, intermediaries also provided incidences of where this collaborative
approach to digital inclusion delivery broke-down or indeed prevented the continuation

of digital inclusion initiative provision. This quote provides an example:

‘The digital inclusion project had too many delivery partners, the process in place was
Jjust wrong and the objective and target audience was difficult to achieve. The project
resulted in delivery partners pulling out and in the end as targets weren’t met the
initiative was cancelled. ....A number of partners pulled out due to a lack of funding.
........It could have been done so much better. Culturally a lot of these small

organisations were just not ready to take on such a project’ [ME9].

Also, collaboration between specific organisations could be short-lived due to the
narrow nature of some digital inclusion initiatives and short-term funding, resulting in

the undoing all the work that had been developed during the digital inclusion initiative.

Sustainability

Stakeholders frequently talked about how digital inclusion initiatives were notoriously
short-lived due to the provision of short-term funding. However, examples of
potentially sustainable digital inclusion initiatives were captured through the study
fieldwork as described in vignettes 1 and 2 above. Specifically, both initiatives had an
element of capacity building, built into their approach. Crucially both initiatives had a
local (paid) intermediary who could continue digital inclusion activities once funding
ceased, and national support was withdrawn. In the case of the intergenerational
digital inclusion initiative this was the regional community engagement officer within
the regional housing association in vignette 1, and the church community coordinator
in the Tea & Tech initiative in vignette 2.
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Societal and cultural norms

Through the use of AT, findings emerged in relation to societal and cultural norms.
Indeed, the issue of digital norms in relation to the digitalisations of services and
support services, and the consequences this brings to those unable to use digital
technological was often inferred through the dialogue of intermediary stakeholders.
Some saw digitalisation as a norm that everyone should adjust to while other saw
digitalisation digital-by-default strategies as an inherent challenge that could
effectively digitally exclude individuals.

Some organisations stated that they were not culturally ‘ready’ for digital inclusion
delivery, where they had been put in the position of having to support individuals with
digital support for Universal Credit.

Other organisations proactively reached out and engaged with communities through
culture, for example, by using Welsh language and cultural heritage, as explained by

a super intermediary:

I'm a Welsh speaker and both of my digital champions are Welsh speakers. It does

have a big effect on how we give digital inclusion support to people’ [ME3].

Some intermediaries talked about using music, the arts, and history as cultural hooks
to motivation individuals to use technology for the first time as a way to gain heir

interest and want to learn more.

Community

Intermediary stakeholders naturally discussed the involvement and interactions of the
community in this activity system, in relation to the rules and norms, and tools
outlined above, while also highlighting specific contradictions within and between the
elements of the activity system. For example, funders were specifically discussed by
intermediary stakeholders who revealed how digital inclusion intermediary
organisations depend on funding to sustain digital inclusion activities. In return
intermediaries have to meet specific measurement targets and write an evaluation of
the digital inclusion activities carried out so funders can distinguish the relative
success of a specific digital inclusion initiative. This highlights a significant primary

contradiction within the community element of this activity system due to the
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misalignment between the expectations of funders who took a more targeted/business
approach to digital inclusion compared to some intermediary organisations who

refused to turn anyone away due to their social, inclusive mission.

In AT terms, trust, networks and collaboration are considered as embedded
characteristics of the community where these interactions take place. Indeed,
stakeholders repeatedly revealed the necessity of working collaboratively with other
organisations, whilst also questioning the extent to which this was really happening on
the ground, highlighting another contradiction.

Networks of local intermediary organisations and agencies permeate the community
of this activity system such as national or regional networks of local organisations and
agencies such as learning and advice centres, library services, service providers and
housing associations, who all play a part in digital inclusion initiative provision.
However informal networks, such as those attending the local church or village hall art
class, also play an important role for intermediaries as a means to engage with the
local rural community. The permeation of these networks and other stakeholders in
the community element of this activity system illustrates what the researcher

describes as the ‘ecosystem’ of stakeholders involved in digital inclusion initiatives.

Division of labour

A significant finding within the division of labour element of this activity system is the
apparent shift in operations by some intermediary organisations from working
exclusively with digitally excluded communities directly, to also concentrating their
efforts on training up front-line staff who come into daily contact with such communities
taking a more integrated approach as explained:

‘We try to work on projects [initiatives] on two fronts. Firstly, it's having digital
champions employed going out into the county delivering to communities and running
drop in sessions/ training sessions. The second part is that we also run training events
and encourage people to get training on helping others. That is having digital
champions embedded in organisations, such as the council, their front-line staff, and
housing association staff’ [ME3].
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This shift is in response to needing to find alternative ways in which to engage with
hard to reach individuals who fail to see the advantages of digital technology or attend
digital support sessions. Intermediary organisations have also found themselves
having to provide digital inclusion support in a more reactive sense (see vignette 4),
highlighting a significant contradiction between the division of labour and the
object of the activity system as intermediaries struggle to provide adequate support
and resent the need to support individuals in such a way as evidenced in section
5.3.3.1.

Summary of contradictions
Table 20 and Table 21 provide a summary of primary and secondary contradictions

revealed from the intermediary-level analysis.

Location of contradiction Description of contradiction

Community Becomes much more evident at intermediary-level the differing
approaches of organisations, while working towards the same
mission/agenda, highlighting differing organizational cultures and
how this can cause conflict in digital inclusion initiative provision.
For example, community organisations reluctant to turn people
away who don'’t fit criteria of digital inclusion funding, yet
governing organisations have to reach specific targets often to
meet funding requirements. Lots of talk within community
organisations, but are things really happening on the ground.
Everyone thinks someone else is doing the work. Lack of joined-
up thinking. If cross-sector working not happening affects object
and outcome of Dl initiative.

Division of labour Anger, resentment and frustration of some intermediaries having
to deal with issues related to Universal Credit, while taking them
away from other capacity building digital inclusion initiative work.
Tools While the issue of trust is embedded throughout the activity
system, low levels of institutional trust were evidenced in relation
to intermediaries dealing with enquiries in relation to Universal
Credit

Table 20 Primary contradictions at intermediary-level

Location of contradiction Description of contradiction

Tools vs subjects Intermediaries not having enough skills to support others

Rules vs Tools Asset-mapping highlights gaps in provision of DI support but also
gaps and depletion of local infrastructure in rural communities.

Tools vs object Lack of infrastructure (technological and local/social) hinders

provision of digital inclusion initiatives, training and support in
rural communities

Tools vs object Short-lived funding and the lack of adequate funding for rural
digital inclusion provision hinders provision of digital inclusion
initiatives, training and support, and displays a lack of
understanding of the rural context.

Rules vs object Policy & practice — Significant contradiction between what is
written in policy and what is actually happening on the ground.
Table 21 Secondary contradictions at intermediary-level
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5.4 Individual-level Findings

The individual-level thematic network table (Appendix 10) reveals the findings from
fieldwork observations and focus groups which have then been transposed onto the
individual-level digital inclusion initiative provision activity system presented in Figure
13.

Tools
Human intermediation, digital
skills, digital devices &
infrastructure, learning
content; language; attitudes,
trust

A,
/s N\
/ \...
\.
Subject N\ Object Outcome
Individuals in V4 AN To receive digital Resolution of specyﬁc
need of digital L inclusion skills training ~ need; Improved ability
inclusion support & support & to use to part|.0|pz_ate in .dlgltal
'ﬁ N\ digital technology society; sharing
/ knowledge with
1 / AN others; remains
x ~_ . digitally marginalised
/ —— N\
\ /,/ \\\
ek C S 3
Rule.;8i.Norms Community Division of labour
K | do |cyh . Tutors, Digital champions, local Regional & hyper-local organisations
now eC%itS aring community, hyper-local Tutors, Digital champions,

Volunteers
local community
family & friends & carers (proxy users)

community assets

Societal norms Intermediaries

Figure 13 Activity system of individual-level digital inclusion initiative provision

5.4.1 Overview of individual-level AT system

The central activity system under investigation is individual-level digital inclusion
initiative provision within the context of UK rural communities. Individual-level
stakeholders in need of digital inclusion support (subject) provided a multi-voiced
perspective (through focus groups and observations) about their experiences of
receiving digital inclusion support in relation to a specific need (object) through digital
inclusion initiatives in the context of UK rural communities, across England, Scotland
and Wales. The desired outcome for these individuals varied, but in general terms
resulted in recipients resolving a specific issue or problem through the means of digital.
Some experienced an improvement in the ability to use digital and participate in the
digital society and share knowledge with others, while others remained digitally

marginalised.
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These findings specifically relate to the digital inclusion support observed in fieldwork
in which a number of contradictions were revealed that permeate this activity. Such
contradictions are important as they play a central role in the change and development

of an activity over the lifetime of the activity itself (Karanasios and Allen, 2013).

Individual-level stakeholders identified (subject) were individuals and communities
seeking digital inclusion support for a specific need, such as for a specific transaction
or interest; as part of a social activity; or for personal development either in the
workplace or as a volunteer to help others in need of digital support. Table 22
illustrates the variety of motivations behind why individual-level stakeholders received

digital inclusion support (object).

Needs Examples of digital inclusion support observed

for volunteering

One-off formal digital champion training with members of a rural community who

as a digital had recently installed a kiosk (computer and private seating area) in their village

champion hall to enable them to be able to provide digital support for the local community.
(digital champion training)

as partofa Residents in a care home shown how to use mobile digital devices by students

social activity

from local school (intergenerational digital inclusion initiative).

Members of local community attended church social activity that blended the
opportunity to meet, chat and have tea and cake with learning about digital

technology (community-led digital inclusion initiative).

in the workplace

One-off formal digital champion training session for housing association wardens
to raise awareness of why and how they can support their digitally marginalised

housing tenants.

One-off formal digital Inclusion advocacy and training session introducing staff
working in care homes to interactive digital technology such as VR headsets and

mobile apps that can be used to support the well-being of care home residents.

for a specific

transaction

Booked appointment at advice centre for digital inclusion support in accessing
online government services and applying for welfare benefits through Universal
Credit.

for a specific

interest

Formal training session, part of a 20-week course, learning how to maintain a

computer.

Library informal drop-in sessions where individuals received support to access

information or online tutorial about a specific interest of hobby.

Table 22 Variety of motivations for digital inclusion support
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The variety of motivations for the need of digital inclusion support across the individual-
level stakeholders highlights a contradiction between the subject and object
elements of the activity system, as it reveals a wide variety of motivations (also termed
as poly-motivation) among subjects in achieving the object of the activity system, with
different degrees of urgency. For example, the motivation behind choosing to get
digital inclusion support for a hobby could be said to be less urgent than the need to
get digital inclusion support to access welfare benefits. This therefore reflects the
assortment and complexity of needs across individual stakeholders and thus the driver
and need for digital inclusion initiatives to embed specific digital inclusion support and
capacity to help achieve their objective.

Table 22 reveals a further contradiction in that while some of the recipients of digital
inclusion support in this study were digitally excluded or marginalised, others already
had some knowledge and skills of using digital technology and access to a device;
were not always specifically vulnerable; and in some cases, received support so they
could impart their knowledge onto others. This highlights that recipients of digital
inclusion support in this study are from all walks of life and not just ‘disadvantaged
communities’ or ‘non users’ as historically reported in academic literature and through
policy. This therefore highlights a need to change the rhetoric across the digital
inclusion landscape as it is not only those marginalised from society that benefit from
digital inclusion support.

5.4.2 Tools, rules, community, division of labour overview

Through the lens of AT, the mediators of this activity include the rules and norms
(explicit and implicit) underpinning the individual stakeholders’ digital inclusion support
through various initiatives; the established division of labour; and the tools (physical
and psychological) available to the community.

Tools used to mediate this activity include physical tools such as human
intermediaries (digital tutors, digital champions, front-line workers), digital devices
and infrastructure, and learning content, and psychological tools such as
language, trust, and the attitudes of individuals in receipt of digital inclusion support
(see section 5.4.3.1).
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Several rules and norms in this activity system regulate the subject’s actions toward
the object, (explicitly or implicitly), as well as other actors involved in the activity,
including the tools employed and how they are used. Rules highlighted included:
knowledge sharing, policy, and cost, together with societal norms (see section
5.4.3.2).

Community incorporates those who share a general or common objective in the
activity. As highlighted at national and intermediary level, the community element of
this activity system illustrates the ‘ecosystem’ of stakeholders involved in digital
inclusion initiative provision. In the case of this activity system, community relates to
the tutors, digital champions and intermediaries providing digital inclusion training and
support, often provided in local community venues owned by hyper-local intermediary
organisations such as community centres, churches, libraries and other community

assets.

The division of labour for this activity is hierarchical in nature. Regional and hyper-
local organisations work collaboratively and reach out and engage with communities
and individuals in need of digital inclusion support in the workplace and in life, through
the use of tutors, digital champions, and volunteers. Evidence of family and friends
and carers was also apparent in this activity system.

5.4.3 Mediating factors

5.4.3.1 Tools

Tools used to mediate this activity include human intermediaries (digital tutors,
digital champions, front-line workers), digital devices and infrastructure, learning
content, language, trust, but also the attitudes of individuals and are described as

follows:

Attitudes
Attitudes towards digital technology were an important psychological tool in individual-
level stakeholders achieving the objective of their activity. The attitudes of individuals

displayed in observations can be graded across four layers:

e Digital support by choice — those who chose to get digital inclusion support for

everyday life activities or in the workplace;
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e Digital support by compulsion — those who through digital inclusion initiative
engagement strategies feel compelled to get digital inclusion support for
everyday life activities or in the workplace;

e Digital support by conformity — those who initially resisted aspects of digital
technology conformed as they saw the benefits of technology through digital
inclusion support;

e Digital support by coercion — those that felt coerced or forced to use digital
for a specific online transaction due to the online systems in place and the lack

or limited offline options to fulfil this transaction.

Table 23 illustrates examples of how these attitudes were displayed in fieldwork

observations by individuals in relation to a specific digital inclusion activity.

Attitude Digital Inclusion activity

Choice Individuals chose to participant in digital inclusion drop-in digital inclusion
session as they were motivated to do so, for example, to improve their existing

knowledge of digital technology and build confidence.

Compulsion As a result of digital inclusion initiative engagement strategies such as
demonstrations of how digital technology can be used to support hobbies and
interests or how specific technologies such as VR headsets operate,
individuals feel compelled to develop their knowledge of digital for everyday

life and in the workplace.

Conformity Individuals initially resistant to using government online services conformed to
using them by building confidence in digital skills more generally first through

digital inclusion support.

Coercion Individuals feel forced or coerced to seek digital support to access government
services online, such as Universal Credit, due to the lack of an offline
alternative, the urgent need to resolve a problem, and the financial

consequences and implications.

Table 23 Examples of attitudes for specific digital inclusion support

These four psychological attitudes incurred across individuals when receiving digital
inclusion support highlight contradictions between the object and tool elements of the
activity systems as the attitudes of individuals facilitate or inhibit the object of the
activity, which ultimately impacts the outcome of the activity. For example, those
observed that received digital inclusion support by choice tended to have a positive

attitude towards technology and appeared to be well on their journey of becoming
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digitally included due to their motivation of wanting to obtain ongoing digital inclusion
support, learn more about how to make the most of digital technology, thus enabling
and empowering them to participate in society as a digital citizen.

Those observed that received digital inclusion support by conformity or through
compulsion, displayed a more wary attitude towards technology initially. However,
with the support provided through the digital inclusion initiative, showed signs of
overcoming their fears and anxieties and becoming more willing to consider further
engagement and learning with digital technologies. While the outcome of this would
enable them to experience an improvement in their ability to participate in society
through digital, and empowered to share knowledge with others, they could be
considered less along their digital inclusion journey than those who chose to receive
digital inclusion support at the outset.

In contrast to the above, those observed who felt coerced to seek digital inclusion
support for a specific transaction, such as for claiming benefits through Universal
Credit, displayed a negative attitude towards technology and as such may remain
digitally excluded or marginalised. For example, for some individuals observed, this
intervention was a stressful, anxious experience, and one of their first interactions with
technology, ultimately and not surprisingly dissuading them from using digital
technology again. The digital inclusion support observed was often a single
intervention with little or no on-going digital inclusion support offered, in relation to a
specific transaction, which if unresolved would result in financial hardship (due to the
lack of benefits being received), or the possibility of benefit sanctions being imposed.
Individuals were therefore provided with limited opportunity to engage further with
digital. While these individuals received digital inclusion support to resolve a specific
need, it did not necessarily result in them becoming more digitally included. In fact
almost the opposite. Such an experience has the potential to further discourage
individuals to use digital technology, thus highlighting the contradictory nature of digital

inclusion support when accessing and using specific government online services.

A visual model of the four C’s of psychological attitudes (choice, compulsion,
conformity, and coercion) described above in Table 23, illustrated in Figure 14 depicts
the experiences and attitudinal journey of individuals who received digital inclusion

support in the study.
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Figure 14 The four C’s attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support

Table 24 below provides vignettes of the attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support
collected in fieldwork observations.

Attitude Vignettes

Choice A community coordinator of the local rural church chose to receive digital champion
training to enable her to confidently use technology as part of her paid role but also
so she could share her knowledge with other members of the community, through
weekly community engagement sessions. ‘It's [the training] given me a huge

amount of confidence and I can resolve things now on my own’ [OB4].

Compulsion A lady came into the library with her iPad. The tutor advised the researcher she
had been coming to the library for books and this was how she found out about this
digital inclusion drop-in session. She has been coming for a few months now. She
has asked for help with things like sending and receiving emails, banking, buying
things online, and today she wanted to learn about music composition apps as she

has an interest in music and plays the harp [OB7]

Conformity ‘My generation tends to think we don’t need technology. Why do we? But more and
more we have to do things online. Such as the process of applying for a blue
[disability] badge — you can’t do it any other way but online, and it’s really difficult.
| really enjoy these sessions. As | have disabilities it's been a real help. | now do
most of my shopping online and it’s led me to getting a better tablet, a better phone,
but I still have a lot to learn.’ [OB4]

Coercion Individual demonstrated he had no mobile phone or email, so even if he has
support to set up an email, he still doesn’t have a mobile phone or means of
accessing email. He has to find a family member or friend who is able to provide a
mobile phone number for him otherwise he can’t claim Universal Credit. He has a

phobia about mobile phones [OB8]

Table 24 Vignettes of attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support
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Trust
Trust as a psychological tool was observed in several ways in the individual-level
activity system through trusted people, trusted places, trusted relationships,

trusted information and trust in technology.

For example, digital inclusion support sessions observed were largely held in buildings
associated with trusted, safe places such as public libraries, community centres,
advice centres and a church. For example, one of the venues used for digital inclusion
support sessions was in a new rural church extension designed with the goal to help

people overcome isolation and loneliness in the rural community.

With limited options where digital inclusion sessions could be held, due to the lack of
available local venues, despite the sometimes, poor condition or lack of resource in
these buildings, they were still viewed by individuals attending sessions as welcoming,

social places.

The layout and environment of the room for the workshop was on first impression
uninviting. The small room had no windows and the seating was facing towards the
walls. The computers were old, there was no WiFi and the walls had peeling paint. Yet
the individuals attending the workshop clearly didn’t mind the condition of the space.
To them it was a place to meet, socialise, and learn. The accessibility of the building
located in the heart of the village was more important to those attending than the

condition and level of amenities [OB6].

Individuals attending sessions appeared very trusting with intermediaries who
supported them (such as tutors, trainers, digital champions, frontline workers) as they
divulged information about their personal circumstances and their passwords. For
example, during a digital support session, participants were talking about managing
their passwords.

‘Some of the websites, they are not easy. They want passwords, they give you a pile
of numbers, so in my case | have to copy all the numbers’. The participant then showed
the tutor her book of passwords. He explained to her and the rest of the group the
importance of password security and keeping passwords safe. He then went on to

help her with her passwords for job searching and applying for jobs [OB4].

179



A contradiction manifested here is that those in need of digital inclusion support, in
some instances, could be considered too trusting with their personal information and
passwords and should be more cautious with such information. A further
contradiction highlighted was whether individuals trusted the intermediaries due to
their role or due to their association with a particular reputable organisation, such as
a church or public library.

This level of trust in providing digital inclusion support was observed in the digital

champion training session with housing association wardens.

The wardens discussed issues of security and how residents often asked them to
withdraw money and do online banking on their behalf. Wardens expressed how this
level of trust made them feel uncomfortable and how it potentially put the residents at
risk, but also the wardens’ themselves as they may be accused of stealing or fraud
[OB2].

In contrast, observation of the digital champion training of the volunteers in a rural
village raised questions of how likely it would be for individuals to be willing to trust a

volunteer they may know from their local community.

Volunteers for the village hall are part of a tight-knit rural community. Therefore, will
individuals wanting to use the kiosk be reluctant to speak with volunteers because
they don’t want everyone to know their business in the village, something that can be
particularly difficult in a small rural community [OB3].

Individual-level stakeholders who had attended digital inclusion sessions over a period
of time were observed to have developed a trusted relationship with the tutor or digital
champion supporting them. This was demonstrated by them speaking openly and
freely about a number of issues associated and beyond the digital realm between
themselves and with the tutor.

The participants of the session while nervous using certain aspects of technology were
clearly comfortable speaking with the tutor [Observation note OB4].

Comments in relation to distrust of technology by individuals attending digital inclusion
support sessions were also observed including:
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‘I think my generation are a bit frightened of it (technology)’ and ‘why does he want to
be my [social media] friend? He doesn’t even know me!’ [OB4].

‘l have my own WiFi in own room [in care home] but | worry about using the public

WiFi here in the social space [of the care home]’ [OB5].

Distrust of technology was clearly displayed by one individual seeking urgent help at

an advice centre.

The advisor needed a mobile phone number to help a client complete his Universal
Credit application. The client’s first language was Welsh. The Advisor first asked in
English and then repeated in Welsh. The client appeared agitated and after some
discussion the Advisor was able to ascertain that he had a phobia about mobile
phones. He pointed to the sky and mimed being struck by lightning, showing his fear
and distrust of technology [OBS8].

Example comments on how digital inclusion support sessions had helped build trust
in technology and empower participants to make informed decisions included:

‘I was never on social media, but by coming here | learnt how to use social media

safely. | started to question things [online]’ [OB4].
‘This course has given me a lot of confidence using technology. It’'s been good’ [OB4].

Human intermediation

Individuals received digital inclusion training and digital inclusion support through
human intermediaries. Human intermediaries observed were in the form of tutors,
trainers, digital champions and frontline workers who provided digital skills training and
support for the community, either directly related to a specific digital inclusion initiative,

or indirectly as part of the wider social support being provided.

This training and support were provided through technological infrastructure, such as
broadband or mobile connectivity. For example, a digital inclusion community-led

session provided training as explained:
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Digital inclusion training was provided via the church’s WiFi and inhouse technology;
digital devices through tablets supplied by the tutor and mobile devices owned by
those attending the sessions; and digital skills learning content often provided through
the tutor’'s own knowledge (offline) and through a digital skills training online learning
platform [OB4].

Fieldwork observations also revealed how individuals received digital inclusion
support either directly as part of a planned digital inclusion initiative, or indirectly as
part of social support as outlined in ‘approaches to digital inclusion skills training and
support’ in the intermediary findings in section 5.3.3.1.

Language

Language is another mediating factor in the tools element observed in this activity
system, in the form of cultural heritage and vocabulary, that influenced how individuals
engaged with digital inclusion support. For example, individuals observed in Wales,
received bi-lingual training in Welsh and English due to the Welsh government’s bi-
lingual policy, where the trainer/tutor would speak, use presentation slides and
information in both Welsh and English. Some individuals clearly preferred the training
in Welsh, highlighting the dominance of Welsh speakers in this region of North Wales
as observed in the volunteer digital champion training session in North Wales:

The trainer asked the village hall representative if the training could be done in English
as well as Welsh as the session was being observed by the researcher who only
understood English. However, the village hall representative refused and so all the
training to the group of volunteers was in Welsh only, despite participants clear ability
to be able to speak and understand both languages. [OB3].

An individual observed seeking urgent help at an advice centre was also supported
through use of the Welsh language:

The gentleman appeared confused and reluctant to engage when the advisor spoke
in English, explaining to him that he would need to use the Internet. However, when
she switched to Welsh he complied and began to engage more with the advisor,
enabling her to partially resolve his enquiry [OB3].
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Another example includes:

Participants attending the digital inclusion session were from a mix of ethnic
backgrounds. While the session was predominantly delivered in English by the trainer,
he could speak other languages and would occasionally dip into their respective
language when necessary to support them which ultimately helped with their learning
[OB6].

5.4.3.2 Rules and norms

Several rules and norms in this activity system regulate the subject’s actions toward
the object, (explicitly or implicitly), as well as other actors involved in the activity,
including the tools employed and how they are used. Rules and norms highlighted
included: knowledge sharing, policy, and cost, together with societal norms.

Knowledge sharing

Knowledge sharing was observed formally and informally vetween the individuals
themselves receiving digital inclusion support, and between the individuals and the
tutors delivering the digital inclusion support. Formal knowledge sharing was
particularly evident in observed digital inclusion training sessions in the workplace
during the study fieldwork. These sessions tended to involve a tutor sharing knowledge
on matters related to digital exclusion and marginalised communities, and advocating
how digital can be used to help resolve such issues. The tutor then facilitated
knowledge sharing between those attending the session by encouraging them to
discuss their experiences of digital exclusion issues specific to their context. This
knowledge was then formally fed back to the group and to the tutor. For example,
formal knowledge sharing was observed during the housing association digital training

session:

Wardens expressed how they were uncomfortable when asked by tenants to withdraw
cash on their behalf or supporting tenants with online banking. With a member of the
management team present at the digital training session this useful knowledge sharing
highlighted to the management the need to develop a formal policy to be put in place
that would protect the tenants and wardens [OB4].
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Similarly, formal knowledge sharing was observed during a digital training workshop
for employees working in and managing care homes across a rural region in North

Wales:

Participants shared their experiences of using digital devices, specific apps and the
internet in their respective settings, the challenges involved, and what worked and
didn’t work. This discussion promoted knowledge exchange between the participants
as it was evident that some individuals had more knowledge than others. The
usefulness of this knowledge sharing for the participants from across the region was
clear in their common goal to support their residents through digital. Furthermore,
while some of the participants knew each other, it was observed that the knowledge
sharing in the workshop facilitated participants in wanting to stay in touch with each
other to continue knowledge sharing beyond the workshop [OB1 note].

It could be said that the knowledge sharing experienced in this workshop provided the
participants with the opportunity to develop a formal network or community of practice
for their region.

Examples of informal knowledge sharing was observed between participants
attending digital inclusion sessions during an intergenerational digital inclusion

initiative and a community-led initiative. For example:

Residents were asked by the Community development officer ‘who uses social media
to stay in touch with family and friends?’ This began conversations between residents
about friends and family, but also between residents and students [digital champions].
Students suggested using specific social media to keep in touch with family and
friends. Some residents displayed informal knowledge sharing behaviour such as ‘I

know how to Skype’ and ‘I didn’t know he had family in Australia’ [OB5].

Policy

Digital strategy policies regulate and affect this activity system, influencing how
individuals engage and experience digital inclusion support. Individuals mentioned
very little about policy explicitly, yet policy influenced individuals’ experience and
behaviour with digital inclusion support implicitly, and highlighted a significant

contradiction in terms of digital inclusion. Specifically, the UK government’s strategic
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intent of pursuing its digital-by-default agenda by transferring government services
online (as described earlier), has failed to consider those living in rural communities,

with limited or poor-quality internet connectivity.

As one participant commented observed at a digital training workshop:

‘There is a disconnect with policy’ [OB1]

This disconnect results in those needing to get online to find jobs and claim benefits
in rural communities being disadvantaged. This was evident in observations of an
individuals seeking digital support to access Universal Credit. For example, as
evidenced in an advice centre in the highlands of Scotland:

A client enters the interview room visibly shaking after having driven thirty miles to get
to the centre. Talking to the advisor she said, ‘I just need help, the online system keeps
coming up with errors. | don’t know what to do now. It’s all too much.’ The client has
clearly had problems accessing the online system from home and is showing physical
signs of stress and anxiety [OB10].

This results in those effectively failed by the digital by default system having to seek
digital inclusion support, yet as revealed in section 5.4.3.1, such support through an
‘reactionary approach’ to digital inclusion, as outlined vignette 4 in section 5.3.3.1,
does not necessary result in individuals becoming digitally included. Indeed, on the
contrary, as evidenced above this can led to individuals remaining digitally excluded.

Cost

The cost of digital devices was repeatedly referred to by recipients of digital inclusion
training and support. Some referred to the cost of buying smart phones, tablets and
laptops, however most of the conversations observed in the fieldwork referred to the
cost of mobile phone packages, comparing ‘pay as you go’ with contracts. Similarly,
there was discussions on the cost of broadband installation and provision, and monthly
fees. Other references to costs in observations were largely about the cost of
travelling, the cost of taxis and public transport used to get to specific venues that had

WiFi or digital inclusion support sessions.
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Societal norms

Individuals observed in the fieldwork indicated they were affected by societal norms to

a varying extent as illustrated in Figure 14 in the ‘attitudinal journey of digital inclusion

support’. This could be argued was largely due to societal pressure and stigma

associated with not being able to use digital technology or go online. However,

situation combined with the rurality of where they live and the norm of online services

appears to magnify attitudinal concerns with technology as indicated in section 5.3.3.1.

Digital Champion activity system

The individual-level activity system analysed also highlights a ‘blurring’ between the

individual and intermediary-levels of digital inclusion. This blurring of the intermediary

and individual-levels is best illustrated through the activities of digital champions as

presented in Figure 15 and is explained briefly explained below.

Tools
Training,
Intermediaries, Digital devices
& infrastructure, learning
content, attitudes, culture,
trust

Object
Delivery of digital
inclusion support/

/knowledge
development

Outcome
Sustainable digital
inclusion/ capacity

building

Division of labour
Regional & hyper-local
organisations

Subject

Digital champion
LS —\
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Rules & Norms -
Travel Community
Costs,

Policy & practice

Tutors, Digital champion network,
local community, hyper-local
community assets

Tutors
Digital champions
network
Local community
family & friends & carers

Figure 15 Intermediary/Individual-level digital inclusion activity system

This happens when individuals who have received digital champion training take the

extra step by sharing their knowledge with others in need of digital support (voluntarily

as a digital champion or in their workplace), thus becoming a digital inclusion

intermediary. Through the lens of AT, recipients of digital skills training feel

empowered to share their knowledge of digital skills by becoming a digital champion
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(subject) with the intention to support other people with digital skills (either in the
workplace or in the community) who may be digitally marginalised or require more
digital knowledge (object), to achieve sustainable digital inclusion and capacity
building (outcome). These examples highlight the gradations of digital inclusion
between individual-level stakeholders.

A typical digital inclusion journey of a digital champion is as follows:

1) An individual needs digital inclusion support and so attends some digital
training sessions. This realization may have come from family and friends.

2) They become so empowered by the skills that they have developed that they
want to impart this knowledge onto others (either in the community i.e. in a
library as a volunteer, or in the workplace to support fellow employees or their
customers/clients with their digital skills

3) They put themselves forward for digital champion training through a digital
inclusion intermediary organisation.

4) Once they have received their training they become part of a network of other
digital champions around the country and access to resources to help deliver
digital inclusion training.

5) The digital champion delivers digital training (in the local community or in the
workplace) with the intention that recipients will gain new knowledge and skills
that will benefit their everyday life or in the workplace and their local community.

6) Recipients of the training may then go on to impart newly acquired digital
knowledge to others.

7) This process leads to sustainable digital inclusion and illustrates what the

researcher describes as the capacity building ‘ripple effect’ of digital inclusion.

Trust
Those attending digital champion training appreciate they are in a position of trust.
Housing association wardens during their digital champion training were observed

making comments such as:

‘We are in the position of being able to talk a lot with our tenants. We are trusted. We
know their wants and needs’ [OB2].
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Housing association wardens were put forward for digital champion training as a need

had been identified that tenants required digital support for applying for Universal

Credit and for accessing WiFi in communal areas of the residence. It was established

that the wardens would be best placed to help with this support, but they needed

upskilling to be able to support the tenants effectively [Observation note OB2].

Summary of contradictions

Table 25 and Table 26 provide a summary of primary and secondary contradictions

revealed from the individual-level analysis.

Location of contradiction

Description of contradiction

Subject

Wide variety of motivations of individuals who received digital

inclusion training and support

Subject

Assumption that recipients of digital inclusion training and support
are those who are digitally excluded, where in practice it also
includes narrow users and those from everyday life as part of their

work.

Rules & Norms

The issue of balancing digital-by-default policy with digital inclusion

strategies appear to be at odds

Table 25 Primary contradictions for individual-level

Location of contradiction

Description of contradiction

Tool vs object

Attitudes of individuals facilitate or inhibit achieving the object of the

activity system

Subject vs object

Poly-motivation of individuals results in some achieving the objective

of the activity system while others do not

Tool vs subject

Trust was crucial in the relationship between individual and
intermediaries providing digital inclusion training and support. Yet
there were instances when individuals could be considered almost
too trusting with their personal information, and processes need to
be put in place, where other incidences, such as receiving support

for universal credit where there was limited trust.

Rule vs object

Digital-by-default policy and the growth of ‘reactionary approaches’
can destabilise the ‘digital inclusion ecosystem’ and effectively

marginalise individuals.

Subject vs community

Limited interaction between individual and policy makers

Table 26 Secondary contradictions for individual-level
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5.5 Multilevel findings

As highlighted in chapter 4, the use of third-generation AT provides a useful framework
for investigating two or more interacting activity systems as the unit of analysis
(Engestrom’s, 2001). Following the examination of the three individual activity systems
at national, intermediary, individual-level in sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and the identification
of tensions and contradictions integral to each of these activity systems, this section
examines how these activity systems interact when brought together as illustrated in
Figure 16, highlighting tensions and contradictions between the activity systems.

Tools

Subject
National
Level

Object /«———+——>\ Subject
Intermediary
Level

< >

Y
< >
<

Rules & norms Community Division of labour Division of labour  Community Rules % noms
Tools
A
Subject <«——1+—>»\ Object
Individual
Level
Rules & norms Community Division of labour

Figure 16 Multilevel interacting activity systems

Key

1a —implementation & advocacy of the provision of digital inclusion initiatives

1b — advocacy & delivery of digital skills training and support

1c¢ — receipt of digital inclusion training and support

2 — intersection of national and intermediary-level activity systems

3 — intersection of intermediary and individual-level activity systems

4 — intersection of individual and national-level activity systems

5 — intersection of national, intermediary, individual-level objects illustrating shared object of digital inclusion initiative provision

The factors identified related to each element in each activity system (omitted from
Figure 16 above), drawn from sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, are tabulated below in Table 27

for ease of reference.
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AT
Elements

Division of
Labour

National-level
activity system

National digital inclusion
stakeholders
Implementation &
advocacy of digital
inclusion initiatives

Improved digital skills of
individuals in UK
communities; engagement
with digitally marginalised
communities; collaboration
with intermediary
organisations

Digital skills training &
support; infrastructure;
intermediaries; initiative
approaches

Funding & political
environment; policy &
practice; organisational
culture; knowledge
sharing; collaboration

Governments & national
organisations;
intermediary organisations
& actors; networks;
funding bodies; individuals
in receipt of digital
inclusion support

UK government; National
& local government;
national stakeholders;
regional & hyper-local
intermediary organisations
& actors

Intermediary-level
activity system

Intermediary digital
inclusion stakeholders
Advocacy & delivery of
digital inclusion skills
training & support

Improved digital skills of
individuals in UK
communities; community
capacity building

Approaches to digital
inclusion training & support;
digital skills learning
resources; infrastructure;
digital devices; trust;
Funding & political
environment; policy &
practice; knowledge
sharing; collaboration;
sustainability; societal &
cultural norms
Governments & national
organisations; intermediary
organisations & actors;
funding bodies; corporates;
networks; digital
champions/trainers;
recipients of digital inclusion
support in life & the
workplace

UK government; national &
local government; regional
& local intermediary
organisations & actors;
digital champions/trainers

Table 27 AT elements/factors across interacting digital inclusion activity systems

Individual-level
activity system

Individual-level digital
inclusion stakeholders
To receive digital
inclusion skills training &
support & to use digital
technology

Resolution of specific
need; improved ability to
participate in digital
society; sharing
knowledge with others

Human intermediation;
digital skills; digital
devices; infrastructure
learning content; culture;
attitudes, trust

Policy; knowledge
sharing; cost; societal
norms;

Tutors; digital champions;
local community; hyper-
local community assets;
Intermediaries

Regional & hyper-local
organisations; tutors,
digital champions;
volunteers; local
community; family &
friends & carers (proxy
users)

5.5.1 Overview of interacting activity systems
It is only when the three activity systems are brought together (national, intermediary,
and individual-level) using third-generation AT, that a multilevel perspective of digital

inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities is captured. More specifically
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through the lens of third-generation AT, bringing these separate activity systems
together emphasises how collective action is inherently object-orientated (Nicolini et
al., 2012) and helps ‘to understand dialogue, multiple perspectives and networks of
interacting activity systems’ (Engestrom’s, 2001, p.135). This in turn helps reveal any
tensions and contradictions in the intersecting or ‘boundary spaces’ between the
activity systems that are working towards the shared object (Nicolini et al., 2012).
Indeed, it is the intersections and overlaps between the separate activity systems and
the notion of the shared object that is of significance in the multilevel findings. Figure
16 illustrates the interacting national, intermediary, and individual-level activity

systems as explained:

e The object for each activity system is labelled 1a, 1b, 1c respectively. These
objects are not identical but have a common interest, otherwise known as the
shared object labelled 5.

e Labels 2,3, and 4 illustrate the overlaps and intersections between the three
activity systems while working towards the shared object.

e Label 2 represents the blurring of roles, and cross-sector/partnership working
between national and intermediary digital inclusion stakeholders in the delivery
of digital inclusion initiative provision.

e Label 3 represents the joint involvement of intermediary and individual-level
digital inclusion stakeholders, predominantly involving intermediary
organisations and actors providing digital inclusion training and support for
individuals. The blurring of intermediary and individual-level stakeholders is
also illustrated in this intersection where some individuals who received digital
inclusion training go on to become intermediaries in the form of digital
champions either in their workplace or in the community to support others with
digital. This intersection is strengthened when knowledge sharing activities are
undertaken between digital inclusion intermediaries and individuals who
received digital inclusion support.

e Label 4 represents a more tenuous intersection between national and
individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders. For example, the implementation
and evaluation of digital inclusion initiatives designed for individual-level
stakeholders, is a key intersection. This intersection is strengthened when
national-level stakeholders work either directly with individual-level
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stakeholders, through their regional office, or through collaborating with
intermediary organisations who liaise with national stakeholders, defined as
super-intermediary organisation or actors. This intersection becomes stronger
when such super-intermediaries share knowledge and insight of regional digital
inclusion activities back to the national organisation, thus revealing boundary
spanning behaviours as explained in section 5.3. The extent to which this
happens is open to question.

Label 5 represents the ‘shared object’ of the interacting activities systems of
digital inclusion initiative provision. However, due its collective origin, the object
of the activity is, by definition, emergent, fragmented and contradictory (Nicolini
et al.,, 2012). Indeed, each activity system is governed by independent
rules/norms, thus leading to conflict in working toward the shared object (Allen

et al., 2013; Karanasios, 2014).

The intersections of the interacting activity systems in relation to tensions and

contradictions are listed below in Table 28 below and are discussed in section 5.5.2.

Location of contradiction

Description of contradiction

National vs Individual vs

Intermediary (1)

Inadequate technological infrastructure leaves UK rural communities
at a comparative disadvantage to their urban counterparts who are
unable to exploit the full potential of digital technology and develop

their skills, and hampers the delivery of digital inclusion initiatives.

National vs Intermediary (2)

Need buy-in from management to embed digital inclusion with

strategic intent into organisational culture.

National vs Intermediary (3)

Digital strategy promotes digital inclusion yet exacerbates digital

exclusion through digital-by-default agenda.

National vs Individual vs

Intermediary (4)

Misalignment of digital connectivity policy aspirations and the realities

of broadband and mobile reach in rural communities

National vs Intermediary (5)

Organisations work toward digital inclusion with the same overall

object but approach it in differing ways.

National vs Intermediary (6)

Misalignment between expectations of policy makers and

expectations of intermediary and grass-root organisations delivering
digital inclusion training and support through collaborative, cross-

sector-working and partnerships.

National vs individual vs

intermediary (7)

Dependence on intermediaries to deliver digital inclusion training &

support, with limited consideration of individual-level rural context
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National vs Intermediary (8) | Misalignment between digital policy disintermediation agenda and the

reality of growing human intermediation involvement

National vs Intermediary (9) | Assumptions that intermediaries have the necessary skills and

resources to deliver digital inclusion.

National vs individual vs Lack of institutional trust due to lack of consideration and
intermediary (10) understanding of social and rural context.

National vs Individual vs Expectation of recipients of digital inclusion training and support —
Intermediary (11) some go on to be digitally included while others remain digitally

marginalised or disengaged.

Table 28 Contradictions of multilevel contradictions

5.5.2 Introduction to multilevel findings

Synthesising the findings discussed at national, intermediary, and individual-level in
sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4 and using the notion of interacting activity systems in third-
generation AT, an overview of significant findings from a multilevel perspective is now
provided through the use of three key overarching themes, supported by related sub-
themes. The overarching themes include:

e Multifaceted nature of digital inclusion initiatives;
e Crucial role of human intermediation;

e Experience of receiving digital inclusion initiative training and support.

These themes are described in context of this study in which key relationships and
contractions between the activity systems are revealed in sections 5.5.3, 5.5.4 and
5.5.5. Contradictions identified are numbered in relation to those listed in Table 28.

Concluding the multilevel findings, a list of essential components needed to enable
successful digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities is provided in
section 5.5.6.
5.5.3 Multifaceted nature of digital inclusion initiatives
The first significant finding revealed the multifaceted nature of digital inclusion
initiatives as described through the following three sub themes:

e Drivers of digital inclusion initiative provision,

e Approaches to the implementation of digital inclusion initiatives,

e Delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision.
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5.5.3.1 Drivers of digital inclusion initiative provision

National and intermediary-level stakeholders discussed at length the drivers behind
the provision of digital inclusion initiatives in sections 5.2 and 5.3; a deeper
understanding of which was evidenced through observations of digital inclusion
initiative delivery as outlined in section 5.3 and 5.4. The drivers discussed can be
divided broadly into two themes: 1) barriers to digital inclusion; and 2) digital policy
and strategies and are discussed below:

Barriers to digital inclusion

Stakeholders revealed how despite the ubiquity of digital technologies in almost every
aspect of life, and the improvement of broadband and mobile connectivity, including
in UK rural communities, inequalities in the access and use of digital technology
continue to exist, particularly in rural communities. Stakeholders drew parallels
between individuals who are socially excluded and those who are digital excluded or
make limited use of digital technologies, frequently using phrases such as ‘missing
out’, ‘being left behind’, or ‘unfair’ when describing the consequence of individuals
unable to or not wanting to use digital technology. Specific social, cultural economic
and technological barriers to digital inclusion in UK rural communities identified
through the fieldwork study included:

e Access — due to restricted or lack of technological infrastructure such as
broadband or mobile connectivity and suitable digital devices in people’s homes
(individual access), but also in UK rural communities more generally
(community access) such as poor quality or non-existent connectivity in
housing association accommodation, community venues and local eateries;

e Motivation to use digital — due to lack of perceived relevancy or value; not
wanting to; worried, anxious or scared to; lack of confidence and self-efficacy;
and lack of trust in digital,

o Digital skills — due to a lack of opportunity to try and use digital technologies,
a lack of awareness of how digital technologies in relevant to peoples everyday
life, and a lack of motivation or trust in using technologies;

e Cost - such as cost of devices, subscriptions, and data for individuals, but also

the additional costs required when delivering digital inclusion support in UK
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rural communities, such as travelling to venues, which can restrict or prevent
delivery;

e Resource - due to limited availability of social infrastructure and community
assets where people might otherwise have the opportunity to access, try out or
use digital technology such as community venues and public libraries; limited
opening hours or closure of local assets such as local banks, public libraries,
pharmacies, and advice centre service points; sparsity of population resulting
in limited social capital for local volunteers and digital champions.

These findings highlight how the impact of social, cultural, economic and technological
barriers to digital inclusion restrict peoples’ access, use and motivation to be engaged
with digital technology. It is the recognition of such barriers that drives organisations
and policy makers to implement digital inclusion initiatives and digital inclusion
support. However, barriers faced by UK rural communities, identified in the study
fieldwork, also hampers the delivery of digital inclusion initiatives, such as the lack of
social and technological infrastructure and community assets, thus highlighting a
contradiction (1) in relation to achieving the ‘shared object’ of the interacting activity

systems, as further discussed in section 5.5.3.3.

Digital policy and strategies

Digital policy and strategies were identified as key drivers to the provision of digital
inclusion initiatives. National and intermediary-level stakeholders spoke positively
about national digital inclusion policy, (listed in Table 17 in section 5.2.1), and the need
to embed digital inclusion strategies in regional and local service provision, such as
housing associations, health and social care services, adult learning and employment
services. Indeed, the findings reveal an emerging shift of local government authorities,
service providers and community organisations implementing digital inclusion
strategies within their own organisations, as they begin to understand the relevancy of
digital inclusion for their own organisation, community development and lifelong

learning.

Intermediary-level stakeholders interviewed included examples of digital inclusion
officers employed by local authorities, whose specific role included the strategic intent

to implement digital inclusion initiatives across the region. Another example included
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a digital inclusion, digital transformation officer from a housing association whose new
role was specifically developed to implement digital inclusion from a strategic
perspective within the organisation and more broadly to support its tenants. However,
a contradiction (2) identified between national and intermediary-level stakeholders is
that while there was acknowledgement of the need to embed digital inclusion
strategies within organisations such as local authorities and service providers, for this
to happen required buy-in from management and a shift in organisational culture. As
revealed in the intermediary-level findings, not all organisations were ready for this
shift or prepared to operate within the digital inclusion realm. This highlights the crucial
role super intermediary organisations play in advocating the importance of digital
inclusion for organisations, community development, and lifelong learning, but also a
worry in how digital inclusion is not prioritised by some organisations, who see digital
inclusion purely as a short-term digital skills issue, not relevant to them, or beyond
their resource, rather than a longer-term cross-sector collaboration.

Another significant driver for digital inclusion initiative provision is what can be
described as the ‘fall-out’ from the UK government’s digital-by-default agenda and
channel shift, with the movement of services going online, specifically the UK benefits
welfare online system, Universal Credit. National and intermediary-level stakeholders
while acknowledging the benefits of online government services and how they have
improved the provision and efficiency of services, repeatedly highlighted the downside
to the digital-by-default agenda and negative consequences for digitally excluded
communities and those with limited skills and access. Fieldwork observations at
intermediary and individual-level, such as that discussed in Vignette 4 in section
5.3.3.1, provides an example of the struggles rural communities endure attempting to
use the online benefits system, due to limited technological infrastructure, and
community assets, and the need to travel long distances by car. This highlights a
significant contradiction (3) in achieving the ‘shared object’ of the interacting activity
systems in relation to the UK Digital Strategy (2014, 2017), which on the one hand
promotes digital inclusion, but on the other hand promotes digital-by-default, which
despite the strategy’s best intention is excluding those most in need of government

support, as evidenced by those attempting to use the Universal Credit online system.
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Finally, another key driver to digital inclusion initiative provision, again relating to digital
policy is the Government’s commitment through its Universal Service Obligation that
universal high-speed broadband, giving everyone speed of at least 10Mbps, will be
delivered by 2020. Yet as revealed through the study fieldwork, connectivity and
technological infrastructure in rural communities remains inadequate. This highlights
a significant contradiction (4) in relation to the misalignment of digital connectivity
policy aspirations and the realities of broadband and mobile reach in rural
communities. Whilst this finding brings challenges to the digital inclusion arena, the
inadequate technological infrastructure in rural communities also drives the need for

digital inclusion initiative provision in such areas.

5.5.3.2 Approaches to the implementation of digital inclusion initiatives
Both national and intermediary-level findings revealed specific approaches to the
implementation of digital inclusion initiatives which have been differentiated into four
separate approaches:

e Community-based approach;

e Integrated approach;

e Reactionary approach;

e Service-design approach.

Community-based, integrated, and reactionary approaches to the implementation of
digital inclusion initiatives were all captured directly through fieldwork observations
and interviews and are discussed in sections 5.2, 5.3, and 5.4. A relatively new
approach to digital inclusion initiative provision - service-design - was captured at
national-level from one organisation through interview (see section 5.2). While, this
approach was not captured through observations and interviews at intermediary and
individual-level through the study fieldwork, it does not necessarily imply that this
approach was not taking place in UK rural communities. It just implies that this
approach was not happening within the scope of the study at the time of data
collection. Indeed, due to the rapidly changing nature of the digital inclusion landscape,
there may be other approaches not captured, thus providing an opportunity to
investigate this further in future research beyond this study.
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The four approaches, listed above, identified in the study fieldwork, highlights a
contradiction (5) in terms of how organisations with the same overall object of
implementing digital inclusion initiative provision, approach digital inclusion in differing
ways. Often through the necessity of seeking alternative methods to reach out and
engage with digitally marginalised communities, some national-level stakeholders
emphasised how they no longer focus on training digitally excluded individuals or end-
users directly, and instead are working to up-skill established human intermediaries,
such as front-line staff, who frequently interact with potential vulnerable and digitally
marginalized communities as part of their job. This is a significant step change from
traditional digital inclusion approaches which have predominantly focused on digital
skills training interventions for ‘end-users’ at individual-level. Instead stakeholders are
moving towards a capacity-building ‘integrated’ approach’ to digital inclusion support,
which feeds into what the researcher describes as the ‘ripple effect’ of digital inclusion
initiative provision, as described in section 5.4. However, the findings also revealed a
worrying shift in relation to the growth of organisations having to resort to taking a
reactionary approach to digital inclusion support, due to individuals struggling to
access and use online services as discussed in section 5.5.3.1, taking them away from
the preferred more positive capacity-building, community-based approaches to digital

inclusion initiative provision.

5.5.3.3 Delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision

Findings in relation to the delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision were revealed
across the three activity systems in which contradictions were identified. To begin with
the findings revealed that digital inclusion initiative provision is delivered by a plethora
of national and intermediary-level digital inclusion stakeholders, often through multi-
agency, cross-sector working and collaboration. Indeed, the community element of
all three activity systems illustrates what the researcher describes as the digital
inclusion initiative ‘ecosytem’, or put in other words, the web of stakeholders involved
in the implementation and delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision. However, the
underpinning assumption that digital inclusion stakeholders will collaborate in
partnership to deliver digital inclusion initiatives (as indicated in the UK digital strategy
2014) highlights a significant misalignment between the expectations of policy-makers
and the expectation of intermediary and grass-root organisations delivering digital
inclusion training and support. While this contradiction (6) was discussed to some
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extent at national-level, the disconnect between policy and practice was more
pronounced from the findings at intermediary-level where there is evidence of tensions
between organisations with differing social agendas and priorities, and limited
resource, and the ability to continue collaboration beyond the life of the digital inclusion
initiative. For example, collaboration between organisations tends to be short-lived
e.g. just for the duration of a specific digital inclusion initiative, beyond which
collaborating organisations may find themselves in competition with one another when
seeking and applying for funding opportunities. Importantly, the cessation of digital
inclusion initiatives, potentially results in a gap of digital inclusion provision, and a
break in communication and knowledge sharing between collaborating organisations,
resulting in organisations assuming someone will ‘eventually’ fill the gap in digital
inclusion delivery, unless a sustainable, collaborative approach is taken. Through the
lens of AT, this contradiction illustrates Engestrom’s concept of ‘knotworking’
(Engestrom, 2008), where different organisations come together to work on a specific
task, or shared object, in the case of this study digital inclusion initiative provision,
forming a temporary ‘knot’. This knot then becomes untied when the task changes or
is finished. The concept of ‘knotworking'’ is further discussed in chapter 6.

A further contradiction (7) revealed by national and intermediary-level stakeholders is
the dependence on local intermediary and grass-root organisations delivering digital
inclusion training and support in UK rural communities, but without taking a specific
approach to delivering in the rural context. Yet as identified in the study fieldwork,
barriers presented in UK rural communities such as limited community assets and
infrastructure (social and technological), and travel costs, hampers the delivery of
digital inclusion training and support, which ultimately affects the achievement of the
‘shared object’ of the interacting activity systems. Apart from super intermediary
organisations who have a perspective of digital inclusion delivery at both national and
local-level, the findings revealed a lack of consideration at national-level and in policy
of the rural context and how this can impact digital inclusion initiative delivery.

While these contradictions highlight sources of tensions in the delivery of digital
inclusion initiative provision, their very discovery provides an important opportunity for

innovation and change in digital inclusion initiative provision for UK rural communities.
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5.5.4 Crucial role of human intermediation
The second significant finding revealed the crucial role of human intermediation in
digital inclusion provision as described through the following three sub themes:

e Evolving nature of human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery;

e Capabilities and skills of intermediaries;

e Delivering in a trusted supportive environment.

5.5.4.1 Evolving nature of human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery

Findings drawn from national, intermediary and individual-level stakeholders revealed
the crucial role and evolving nature of human intermediation in digital inclusion
delivery, specifically in how intermediaries advocate, engage and reach out to
communities in need of digital inclusion support. Human intermediaries observed in
the fieldwork were in the form of tutors, trainers, digital champions and frontline
workers who provided digital skills training and support for the community, either
directly as part of a specific digital inclusion initiative, such as described in Vignette 1
in section 5.3, in relation to the national intergenerational digital inclusion initiative; or
indirectly embedded in service provision and wider social support, such as described
in Vignette 3 and the training up of front-line workers, such as housing association

wardens.

As discussed earlier, the training up of front-line workers as digital champions,
highlights how human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery has evolved from
purely tutor-led intermediation to a more integrated, capacity-building approach to
intermediation. Furthermore, human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery has
evolved from predominantly classroom-based sessions which individuals were
expected to travel to, to more outreach situations where digital inclusion sessions are
hosted in community settings such as care homes and churches, or provided by
frontline workers in advice centres, as evidenced by the study fieldwork.

Attributes of human intermediaries that enabled their evolving role in digital inclusion
delivery were also revealed across the three activity systems. Specifically, their
boundary spanning and relationship building behaviours were highlighted in their
digital inclusion activities that enabled knowledge sharing, collaboration, and capacity-

200



building development within the rural communities they served, and the stakeholders
involved in what the researcher defines as the digital inclusion initiative ‘ecosystem’.

In addition, the evolving nature of human intermediation is illustrated through a
typology of intermediary organisations and super intermediaries. Developed through
the intermediary-level findings, these typologies provide a visual representation of the
roles that intermediaries take on to carry out their duties within the digital inclusion
realm, as illustrated in Figure 10, 11 and 12, and discussed in section 5.3. The
typologies illustrate the embedded role of human intermediation in digital inclusion
delivery highlighting not only their crucial role in digital inclusion initiatives, but also a
significant contradiction (8) in terms of digital policy which rather than encouraging
human intermediation, is actually encouraging disintermediation through the digital-
by-default agenda.

5.5.4.2 Capabilities and skills of intermediaries

The dependence on intermediary organisations and actors in delivering digital
inclusion training and support was evident across all three activity systems. This was
particularly emphasised in the national-level finding who appreciated that intermediary
organisations and actors are in the unique position of being able to reach out and
engage with communities at grass-roots level through digital inclusion delivery and
practice and offer social support.

Indeed, observations in the study fieldwork provided examples of intermediaries in the
form of tutors and digital inclusion officers demonstrating not only their digital
knowledge and capabilities, but also their ability to support others. However, the
findings revealed worrying assumptions that all intermediaries have the necessary
skills, attributes and resource, to engage and deliver digital inclusion training and
support, when in fact as evidenced through the study fieldwork, this is not always the
case, highlighting a significant contradiction (9).

Indeed, observations revealed the frustrations of some intermediaries who felt under-
resourced in providing adequate digital inclusion support in rural communities. Other
established intermediaries, such as housing association wardens, questioned their
ability to provide digital inclusion support without digital champion training. This raises
concern in relation to the self-efficacy of intermediaries who have not received any

201



form of digital champion training or digital inclusion support themselves, and indeed
their buy-in in actually wanting to provide digital inclusion within their role, and the
consequences this has on individuals requiring support. This is a significant finding
due to the clear dependency revealed at national-level on intermediary organisations
and actors to deliver digital inclusion training and support.

5.5.4.3 Delivering in a trusted supportive environment

While trust was referred to across all three activity systems, the idea of delivering in a
trusted, supportive environment was only revealed specifically in the intermediary-
level findings, highlighting the importance of taking a multileveled approach to this
study to enable this finding to emerge. More specifically, this is not just about the space
in which intermediaries deliver, this relates to intermediaries needing to feel supported
in their delivery by having adequate knowledge and skills themselves (as referred to
above in 5.5.4.2), adequate resource (social and technological infrastructure) as well
as funding, so they feel capable enough (self-efficacy) to be able to support others
and embed digital inclusion in a professional way. Otherwise as evidenced in the
intermediary-level findings, intermediaries feel resentful and coerced into the support
process, rather than feeling valued and professional in what they do and highlights a
potential imbalance in the Divsion of Labour This highlights a significant contradiction
(10) between national and intermediary-level activity systems in relation to institutional
trust. For example, at national-level institutional trust was referred to in relation to
collaborative practice and cross-sector working and how it was taken as a norm across
the national-level digital inclusion community. However, at intermediary-level, while
institutional trust is evident, in collaborative practice, instances of low levels of
institutional trust were displayed. For example, intermediaries reacting to enquiries in

relation to Universal Credit, as discussed in section 5.3.3.1.

In the intermediary findings, intermediaries expressed cynical opinions of the
Universal Credit online system and disbelief such a system is continuing to be rolled
out while their clients struggle to make claims. The apparent lack of understanding
from national government and policy makers on the lack of social and technological
infrastructure in rural areas (in terms of public transport, local assets, internet access),
and the lack of funding provided to intermediaries to support such individuals, made
intermediaries not only demonstrate distrust towards the Universal Credit online
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system, but also the institutions involved in its instigation, notably the UK government
and Department of Work & Pensions. It could be argued that this lack of trust is
significant, and if ignored has the potential to dismantle the overall digital inclusion
initiative activity system due to intermediaries feeling unsupported and distrusting.
This therefore highlights how a trusted, supportive environment is crucial when
delivering digital inclusion initiatives training and support, and thus an essential

component in digital inclusion initiative design.

5.5.5 Experience of receiving digital inclusion initiative training and support
The third significant finding relates to the experience of receiving digital inclusion
initiative training and support as described through the following four sub themes:

e Recipients of digital inclusion initiative training and support;

e Motivations for digital inclusion training and support;

e Attitudinal experience of digital inclusion initiative recipients;

e Trusted supportive environment for digital inclusion support.

5.5.5.1 Recipients of digital inclusion initiative training and support

Findings across the three activity systems agreed that digital inclusion initiative
training and support is provided for everyday life and in the workplace. Recipients
included those who are digitally marginalised or excluded; those who use digital
technology in a limited way; and those who have some knowledge of digital technology
but require training to build confidence to support others in need of digital inclusion
support through their front-line role in the workplace. This third category of individuals
were upskilled through digital champion training as illustrated in Figure 15 and as
argued in section 5.5.3.2 is a significant step change in approaches to digital inclusion

initiative provision.

Recipients of digital inclusion initiative training and support were not limited to
receiving training in digital skills in isolation. The support offered also often focussed
on building confidence and self-efficacy, helping people to understand how the internet
can benefit them, and providing support for those choosing new devices or

experiencing problems with ones they already own.
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5.5.5.2 Motivations for digital inclusion training and support

Stakeholders across the three activity systems agreed that individuals have a variety
of motivations (otherwise termed as poly-motivation) for receiving digital inclusion
training and support. Identified motivations included for a specific need, such as for a
specific transaction or interest; as part of a social activity; or for personal development
either in the workplace or as a volunteer (as a digital champion) to help others in need
of digital support. However, the degree of urgency related to the motivation highlights
a contradiction between the subject and object elements of the individual-level
activity system, as the urgency of the support affects individuals’ attitude towards
technology and the ultimate likelihood of achieving the object of the activity system

as discussed in 5.5.5.3 below.

5.5.5.3 Attitudinal experience of digital inclusion initiative recipients

While stakeholders at national and intermediary-level had some understanding of the
experiences of recipients of digital inclusion support, it is only when the three activity
systems are brought together, that their gap in understanding and the contrasting
attitudinal experiences of receiving digital inclusion support are realised. As
highlighted from the individual-level findings, experiences ranged from ‘nice to have’
in relation to choosing to seek digital inclusion support for a specific purpose, interest
or transaction, to ‘forced to have’ in relation to the coercion and urgency and limited
options of achieving that need. For example, the findings revealed that historically,
digital inclusion support was provided at grass-roots level, through advocacy and
encouragement to use digital, where individuals had a choice of whether to participate
or not. However, the digital-by-default agenda and introduction of Universal Credit has

disrupted this norm, where individuals have to adjust to the fact that they have to use

technology to use online services. This highlights a significant contradiction (11) in
relation to the experience individuals are subjected to when receiving digital inclusion
support. So often portrayed in an overly positive light, digital inclusion support does
not always result in the individual having a positive experience or becoming digitally
included. On the contrary, digital inclusion support in some instances leaves the
individual digitally marginalised or disengaged, reinforcing their fears of digital as
illustrated in Figure 14 in the ‘attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support model’ in
section 5.4.3. Worst case scenario, digital inclusion can leave individuals vulnerable

to negative aspects of digital such as internet addiction, cyber-bullying, online
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gambling and fake news as they have some understanding of getting online but less
understanding of the pitfalls.

This therefore draws attention to the concept of the ‘shared object’ in AT. While the
object in Figure 16 appears shared or relatively aligned across all three activity
systems, this alignment breakdowns to some extent within the individual-level activity
system, where the object is less-aligned. More specifically the granularity of the object
or what the researcher terms as the ‘hierarchical nature of the object’ becomes more
evident at individual-level when the three activity systems interact. For example, for
some individual-level stakeholders they were not motivated to become digitally
included, but instead were motivated to gain support for a single digital transaction.
Indeed, in the eyes of the recipient of the digital inclusion training and support, digital
inclusion was incidental and not a specific objective, as they needed on-the-spot digital
inclusion support for one particular digital transactional activity such as help with using
Universal Credit. Indeed, once they have received this one-off support, they may need
on-going digital inclusion support. However, if such support is not provided or
available, such individuals will remain digitally marginalised. Further still, such an
individual having experienced one round of support may not want to engage with
digital again unless they have to, and thus are not motivated to be digitally included.

5.5.5.4 Trusted supportive environment for digital inclusion support

The issue of having a trusted supportive environment for recipients of digital inclusion
training and support was recognised across the three activity systems, and was
discussed in terms of trusted people, trusted places, trusted relationships, trusted
information and trust in technology. Indeed, stakeholders agreed that without due
consideration of creating such an environment, engagement with individuals in need
of digital inclusion support, especially those individuals who are digitally excluded or
wary of digital technology, would be hampered and is relevant for both urban and rural
areas. This highlights for digital inclusion support to be achieved, a trusted, supportive
environment is required, and thus an essential component for digital inclusion

initiatives.
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5.5.6 Essential components of digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural
communities

Concluding the multilevel findings, a list of essential components needed to be
considered to enable successful digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural
communities is provided. Drawn from the findings revealed at national, intermediary,
and individual-level, and using the notion of interacting activity systems in third-
generation AT, the list of essential components was only finalised once the significant
multilevel findings presented above in sections 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5 had been revealed.
While these significant findings revealed tensions and contradictions from a multilevel
perspective, further synthesis of these findings helped finalise the identification of ten
essential components that need to be considered when implementing and delivering
digital inclusion initiative provision in the UK rural context, and serve as a further
significant finding to the study. These components include:

e Digital inclusion policy and initiatives should be situated within the realms of
community development and recognised as lifelong learning/capacity-building
strategies rather than short-term digital skills training initiatives;

e The need to evolve the approach of digital inclusion initiatives to meet the needs
and demands of the local community should be recognised;

e Consideration of the rural context, including the social, transport and
technological infrastructure and the , is essential;

e Digital inclusion initiatives should be designed to capacity-build others to deliver
digital inclusion training and support through an integrated approach, rather
than just focussing directly at intended beneficiaries;

e Digital inclusion training and support that is person-centred is essential to
upskill individuals’ digital capabilities, and over-riding the myth that ‘access
alone is enough’ to be digitally included;

e The evolving role of human intermediation within digital inclusion initiatives and
the need for them to have sufficient digital skills should be recognised;

e A trusted supportive environment is essential for both human intermediaries
and individuals in digital inclusion delivery, if institutional trust is to be
established and maintained;
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e Understanding social, cultural, economic and technological factors which
influence how individuals use digital is essential for successful digital inclusion
delivery.

e The boundary spanning and relationship building behaviours presented by
super intermediaries in digital inclusion delivery that encourage knowledge
sharing and collaboration, are crucial for advocating the need for digital
inclusion initiative provision and bringing together national, intermediary and
individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders through what the researcher
defines as the digital inclusion initiative ‘ecosystem’.

e The nuanced hierarchical nature of individual’s digital inclusion motivation and
objectives, replacing one-size-fits-all digital inclusion approaches, needs

consideration.

5.6 Chapter summary

This chapter revealed the findings of this study through the examination of AT systems
at national, intermediary, and individual-levels, as described in sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4,
and the tensions and contradictions internal to each of these activity systems. This
chapter then went on to examine the activity systems from a multilevel perspective in
section 5.5, synthesising the findings discussed at national, intermediary, and
individual-level in sections 5.2, 5.3, 5.4, through the notion of interacting activity
systems in third-generation AT. Figure 16 (supported by Table 27) illustrates how
these activity systems interact, to enable the visualisation of key relationships between
national, intermediary and individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders. Section 5.5.1
describes how the activity systems interact and overlap, and lists the tensions and
contradictions across these activity systems in Table 28. An overview of significant
findings from a multilevel perspective is then provided in section 5.5 through three
overarching themes. The chapter concluded with a list of essential components for
digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities, drawn from the multilevel

findings.

The following chapter synthesises and discusses the findings presented in this chapter
relative to previously published literature presented in the literature review in Chapter
2.
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Chapter 6: Discussion

6.1. Introduction

The previous chapter provided a detailed report of the empirical findings of this study.
The aim of this chapter is to present a discussion of the significant findings of the
study. This chapter synthesises, contextualises and interprets the findings presented
in Chapter 5, in light of previous published literature, and explores alternative
viewpoints. The discussion addresses the study’s aim to investigate the provision of
digital inclusion initiatives in the context of UK rural communities, and explicitly

answers the research questions outlined in chapter 1 and listed below:

4. How is digital inclusion initiative provision driven, approached, and delivered in
UK rural communities?

5. What role do digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in the delivery of
digital inclusion initiative training and support in UK rural communities?

6. What is the experience of people living in UK rural communities who have

received or are in need of digital inclusion training or support?

This chapter highlights key issues and concepts derived from the empirical data, and
advances the understanding of digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural
communities, specifically how they are implemented, delivered and experienced and
the inherent challenges in that process.

6.2 Overview of the research

This study set out to investigate the provision of digital inclusion initiatives in the
context of UK rural communities at risk of digital exclusion, through the perspectives
of national digital inclusion stakeholders that operate nationally, intermediary
stakeholders operating in three specific rural regions in England, Scotland and Wales
where populations are at increased risk of digital exclusion, and individual
stakeholders who have received digital inclusion support within those rural locations.
Through the utilisation of a multilevel research design and AT, and taking the
philosophical position of critical realism, this study offers a deeper understanding of
the day-to-day realities of digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural areas.
Through the lens of AT, this study illustrates the multi-actor involvement of
stakeholders involved in the provision of digital inclusion initiatives. Stakeholders were

208



drawn from disparate organisations, including government departments, and national
third sector and government funded organisations, through to hyper-local community
organisations and agencies, who had contrasting organisational cultures, operational
practices and social agendas. Stakeholders provided multiple perspectives of the
digital inclusion landscape, not just because they were different entities, but also
because they were from disparate organisations, and different UK nations (England,
Scotland and Wales).

More specifically the findings show how AT can be applied to illustrate the interactions
between digital inclusion stakeholders and mediating factors in working towards the
shared object of digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities, and
contradictions which permeate within the activity system. Through the process of
theoretical understanding and developing multiple activity systems (as illustrated in
Figures 5.1, 5.2, 5.6 and 5.9) this study reveals key drivers and approaches and
delivery considerations in digital inclusion initiative provision. It provides insights into
the role digital inclusion intermediaries play in the delivery of digital inclusion initiative
training and support, and the experience of those who have received digital inclusion
training or support. This study shows that the provision of digital inclusion initiatives is
a non-binary process fraught with challenges and contradictions, and brings much

needed granularity and criticality to the field of digital inclusion research.

6.3 (RQ1) Digital inclusion initiative drivers, approaches, & delivery in UK
rural communities

6.3.1 Introduction

Findings related to RQ1 are discussed in this section and framed within the wider
scholarly discussion of digital inclusion and digital inclusion initiatives. The analysis
presented here highlights the evolving, multifaceted nature of digital inclusion initiative
provision in UK rural communities, specifically in relation to how digital inclusion
initiatives are driven and approached and the inherent challenges in this process. The
analysis is presented in three subsections: 6.3.2 examines the drivers to digital
inclusion initiative provision; 6.3.3 discusses approaches to digital inclusion initiative
provision; and 6.3.4 examines insights into the delivery of digital inclusion initiatives in

UK rural communities.
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6.3.2 Drivers of digital inclusion initiative provision

In order to understand the implementation and delivery of digital inclusion initiatives in
UK rural communities, this study sought to reveal the drivers behind digital inclusion
initiative provision. Findings from this study confirm insights from previous research
that the implementation of digital inclusion initiative provision is driven through the
involvement of stakeholders (in the form of organisations, agencies and actors)
operating at multiple levels, from international and national organisations to regional,
local, and grassroot and civil society organisations with the joint aim of addressing
digital inequalities and barriers to digital inclusion (Robinson et al, 2020a; Richardson,
2018; Ragnedda, 2018; Olphert and Damodaran, 2013). The interconnected
stakeholder involvement illustrates what the researcher has come to define in simple
terms as the ‘ecosystem’ of multi-stakeholder involvement in digital inclusion initiative
provision, a notion allowed to emerge through the use of AT and the process of
applying theoretical understanding to guide multiple perspectives.

More specifically, this study affirms findings from previous research that shows that
drivers behind digital inclusion initiative provision are in the form of social, cultural,
economic and technological barriers to digital inclusion, which influence and hinder an
individual’'s ability or motivation to be able to access and use digital technology and
the Internet (Hosman and Comisso, 2020). In addition, this study builds on the limited
body of literature that identifies local and national digital policy and strategies as other
key drivers behind the need for digital inclusion initiative provision (McGillivray et al.,
2017)

Digital inclusion barriers

Consistent with previous research, key barriers to digital inclusion identified in this
study include the cost of purchasing and subscribing to digital devices and paying for
online services such as broadband and mobile phone subscriptions and mobile data
(Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2019; Yates, et al., 2020); a lack of motivation or
insufficient digital skills (Reisdorf and Groselj, 2017; Scheerder et al., 2017); limited
resources and opportunities for training and support (Helsper 2012; Marién and Van
Audenhove 2011; Borg et al.,, 2018; Tsatsou, 2019; El-Haddadeh et al., 2019;
Mahmood et al., 2018) and issues in relation to a lack of access (Park and Kim, 2015;
Reisdorf and Groselj, 2017; van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2019). While such barriers are
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just as relevant in urban areas as they are in rural areas, in line with previous research
(Williams et al., 2016; Salemink et al., 2017; Robinson et al., 2020a), this study
importantly indicates how rurality adds an extra dimension to the barriers of digital
inclusion, due to the additional challenges faced by local communities in terms of the
sparsity of population, lack of resources and community assets, and inadequate
broadband bandwidth and mobile infrastructure and connectivity, creating what Philip
and Williams (2019a) refer to as a ‘territorial digital divide’ that underpins and further

compounds digital inequalities in many remote rural areas.

As highlighted by digital inclusion scholars, (Salemink et al., 2017; Townsend et al.,
2013; Farringdon, 2015), rurality continues to play a role in digital exclusion, where
elements of infrastructure, connectivity, and digital engagement limit digital
participation and entrench digital inequalities in rural communities (Townsend et al.,
2013; Farringdon, 2015; Park et al., 2015; Salemink et al., 2017; Philip and Williams,
2019), leaving rural communities unable to exploit the full potential of the Internet and
digital technology, where restricted access to online services, limits the ability of rural
locations to grow economically, socially and culturally on their own terms (Philip, et al.
2017; Roberts, 2017). Limited access at home also prevents individuals having the
ability to explore the internet or get comfortable with a computer or device and thus
improve their digital skills (McGillivray et al., 2017), as further discussed in section 6.4.
Indeed, this notion contravenes assumptions of ubiquitous access to digital technology
and the Internet (Robinson et al., 2020a), where ‘nearly every household in advanced
western societies is connected through a telephone line and therefore has the
possibility of a fixed Internet connection’ (Salemink et al., 2017, p.362), highlighting
instead an implicit urban bias in ‘pervasive’ and ‘ubiquitous’ technologies discourse
(Roberts, 2017).

In line with previous research (Williams et al., 2016, Philip et al, 2017), this study
evidences that the issue is not so much on the traditional ‘have’ and ‘have not’
argument in relation to access, but rather on the issue of ‘take-up’ and ‘quality’ of
access to digital technology, whether that be the quality of access through connectivity
or devices, or the availability of digital technology in relation to cost or distances
travelled to reach places that have digital connectivity in rural communities. More
specifically, as ‘next generation’ broadband is rolled out supporting higher speeds and

211



reliable connections, as stated by Philip and Williams (2019) ‘the issue is less about a
broadband penetration gap and more about the implications of a broadband quality
divide’ (p.307), a situation enhanced by infrastructure upgrades being predominantly
prioritised in more urban densely populated areas, due to reluctance of Internet
Service Providers (ISPs) to invest in remote areas where a small potential consumer
base makes commercial roll out of upgraded infrastructure unprofitable (Park, 2017;
Philip and Williams 2019a). This lack of prioritisation in some rural areas is a problem
shared across many developed countries (Hodge et al.,, 2017; Park et al., 2019;
Salemink and Strijker, 2016; McMahon, 2020) leaving rural communities at a
comparative disadvantage to their urban counterparts. Through the lens of AT, this
unequal distribution of digital infrastructure, that emphasises an urban bias, highlights
a significant contradiction, as discussed in the study findings, where limited access or
exposure to digital technologies, due to ‘unfit-for-purpose’ mobile and broadband
infrastructure in rural communities, hampers individuals potential capacity to use
digital technologies and develop their digital skills. It could therefore be argued that if
government and ISPs are to continue with market-driven, uneven distribution
approaches of digital and technological infrastructure, then more support is required
for digital inclusion initiative provision in rural communities to put them on an even keel
with their urban counterparts and fill the gap where market-driven approaches have
failed.

Digital policy and strategies

This study builds on the literature that identifies local and national digital policy and
strategies as key drivers behind digital inclusion initiative provision (Philip et al., 2017;
Pawluczuk et al., 2019; Wagg et al., 2019), specifically in relation to the influence and
society’s reaction to, such policy and strategies.

Scholars refer to national digital inclusion policy and local organisational strategies as
key drivers to the ‘digital inclusion movement’ (Micklewaite, 2018), which advocate
and push the need for digital inclusion initiative provision to help digitally marginalised
communities engage and use digital technologies (Mervyn et al., 2014; Taylor and
Packham, 2016; Gann, 2019). This supports findings from this study which evidenced
an emerging shift of local government authorities, service providers, agencies and

community organisations implementing digital inclusion strategies within their own
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organisations, as they begin to understand the relevancy of digital inclusion for their
own organisation and the communities they serve, but also through the influence of
devolution of authority and service provision from centralised, government

departments to local public and private sector agencies.

However, an unanticipated finding from this study was that not all organisations were
ready for this cultural shift or prepared to embed digital inclusion strategically within
their organisation. This revelation was brought to the fore through the process of using
the elements of AT, and identifying specifically how organisational culture permeates
the rules and norm element of the activity systems, and associated contradictions
related to this within and between the activity systems being analysed. This finding
highlights the strength of AT and the principle of contradictions in drawing out critical
insights and bringing meaning and sense to the complexities of a phenomenon
(Karanasios, 2018), such as digital inclusion. This ‘lack of readiness’ for digital
inclusion organisational culture, debunks the current ‘utopian’ discourse identified by
scholars often found surrounding the digital inclusion agenda, displayed in existing
literature and policies (Gangadharan, 2017; Mori, 2011).

From a rural digital inclusion perspective, Philips and Williams (2019b) state how
‘paradoxically ICTs continue to be championed in policy and regional development as
ways in which the relative disadvantages of rurality can be overcome’ (p.620). Yet as
clearly evidenced in this study and in previous research if digital technologies are in
some way going to help overcome the disadvantages of rurality, adequate, fit-for-
purpose, technological infrastructure in the form of broadband and mobile phone
connectivity needs to be in place, at the very least. However, despite the UK
government’s Universal Service Obligation to ensure everyone has full fibre
broadband by 2025, findings from this study indicate that unequal distribution of good
quality digital infrastructure persists in some rural areas, which during an era when
access to online resources or information is normative and taken for granted, leaves
rural communities disadvantaged as they are unable to effectively participate in a

digital society.

As evidenced through this study, the lack of adequate access to digital infrastructure,
brings significant complications for rural communities when it comes to them

accessing and using online services - an issue magnified by the UK government’s
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digital-by-default policy to enhance disintermediation and the movement of services
going online, specifically the UK’s Universal Credit benefits welfare online system.
Indeed, the findings from this study confirms fears raised in previous research of how
the consequences of digital-by-default reinforces the exclusion of already socially and
digitally marginalised communities, as individuals struggle to access and use online
services while face-to-face options are withdrawn (Helpser, 2012; Mervyn et al, 2014;
Yates et al., 2015b; Williams et al., 2016; Hepburn, 2018). This finding highlights what
the researcher has come to describe as the ‘fall-out’ from the digital-by-default agenda,
and remains a key driver for the need for digital inclusion initiative provision through
what could be considered as a compensatory intervention i.e. to compensate for the
failings of digital-by-default to help those in need of digital support. Indeed, this aligns
with research by Yates et al. (2015b) which identified that the digital-by-default
approach to online services underestimated issues of usability across a varied
population, resulting in individuals unable to use such systems and having to rely on
support from intermediary organisations in order to avoid benefit cuts and fines. As
revealed in the findings, this adds demands onto the existing digital inclusion work of
support organisations, a finding which appears to be at odds with digital inclusion
policies being implemented. This highlights a significant flaw in the UK Digital Strategy
(2014, 2017), which on the one hand promotes digital inclusion, but on the other hand
promotes digital-by-default, which despite the strategy’s best intention is excluding
those most in need of government support, as evidenced by those attempting to use
the Universal Credit online system. Indeed, this contradiction in digital inclusion policy,
as revealed through AT, is a significant finding for this study and contributes to the

scholarly debate on digital inclusion and digital-by-default.

6.3.3 Approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision

The findings from this study align with existing research that digital inclusion is not a
simple phenomenon, but requires many organisational, individual, environmental or
global conditions to be taken into account. (Ragnedda and Mutsvairo, 2018; Tomczyk
et al., 2020). As such, this study argues that approaches to digital inclusion initiative
provision need to be multifaceted, due to the social, cultural, economic and
technological context of where such initiatives take place, and the impact such context
has on individuals. This finding is consistent with studies that explore the problematic
nature of both the process and impact of digital inclusion initiatives (Madon, 2009;
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Bach et al., 2017; Pavez et al., 2017; Serrano-Santoyo and Rojas-Mendizabal, 2017),
in which research highlights how the complexity of digital inclusion needs to be
acknowledged and acted on when implementing and delivering digital inclusion
initiative provision, rather than focussing on one-dimensional technological

infrastructure solutions.

More specifically, this study reinforces previous research that argues that access-
driven (Armenta et al., 2012), supply-side approaches to digital inclusion initiatives
(Salemink and Strijker, 2018) that focus on the installation, implementation and supply
of digital broadband and telecommunication infrastructure alone is not enough to
ensure digital inclusion (Warchauer, 2002; Smith, 2015; Pavez et al., 2017; Bach et
al., 2017; Gallardo et al., 2020), and results in incidences of failed digital inclusion
initiatives (Davies et al., 2017; Madon et al., 2009; Tapia and Ortiz, 2010). Indeed, this
study confirms findings from previous research that there is a need to take a broader
view of digital inclusion beyond infrastructure (Gallardo et al., 2020) with demand-side,
person-centred driven digital inclusion initiatives that are multifaceted in approach that
aim to enhance digital participation through the advocacy, encouragement and
provision of digital skills training and support that considers the social, economic and
cultural context (Salemink, et al., 2017; Manlove and Whitacre, 2019; McMahon,
2020). For example, Aires (2014) through the use of AT as an analytical tool argued
digital inclusion should be articulated ‘beyond mere technical access, presence, or
mastery of technological resources’ by advocating a more ‘social and cultural view of
digital inclusion that emphasises the development of know-how and skills to the extent

that they mediate participation in collective life’ (p.339).

Indeed, as findings of this study indicate, digital inclusion initiatives should be
recognised beyond short-term digital skills training initiatives, situated instead, within
the realms of community development, lifelong learning and capacity-building. This
finding aligns with existing research (Ragnedda and Mutsvairo, 2018; Reisdorf and
Rhinesmith, 2018). Gallardo et al. (2020) specifically emphasise the need to take a
multifaceted approach to digital inclusion initiative provision to achieve equitable digital
transformation by encouraging community stakeholders to work in partnership to
implement and connect digital inclusion with community development initiatives, that

consider ‘leadership, capacity-building and workforce development’ (p.14). This
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finding also agrees with Palmeiro et al. (2019) whose research concludes that digital
inclusion needs to be ‘addressed both in adult education and in active job search
programmes from a lifelong learning perspective’ (p.85).

Specific approaches to demand-side digital inclusion initiatives revealed in the study’s
fieldwork in sections 5.2.3 and 5.3.3.1, build on the categories of digital inclusion
initiative approaches identified by the researcher in the literature review of this study
in Chapter 2, and are combined and briefly described below in Table 29.

Digital Inclusion Initiative Description
Approach
Community-based approach Based within a community setting, often driven by local

community/grass-root organisations supporting the local
community with access to technology and digital devices,
(formal and informal) through creative and collaborative

solutions with local and sometimes national partners.

Integrated approach Capacity building approach that involves digital champion
training, often working with community-assets and the training

up of front-line support workers

Reactionary approach A response to the disintermediation and digitalisation of
public, government and corporate services, taking
intermediaries away from ftraditional community-based

approach for digital inclusion

Top-down approach Managed by government or national organisations but
delivered through intermediary organisations and actors for a

set period of time until the funding ends or is withdrawn

Service-design approach User-centred, participatory approach to designing and
implementing digital inclusion initiatives, where organisations

listen and learn from recipients of digital inclusion support.

Table 29 Approaches to demand-side digital inclusion initiative provision

This list provides a snapshot in time of approaches to digital inclusion initiative
provision currently being undertaken. Apart from for a few exceptions (e.g. Madon, et
al., 2009; Robinson et al., 2020a), existing research on digital inclusion initiatives has
traditionally focussed on one specific initiative, in a single country. As far as the
researcher is aware, this is the first time that such a categorisation of digital inclusion
initiative approaches in this context has been attempted in academic research and as

such equates to a significant contribution to digital inclusion academic research.
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However, it should be acknowledged that due to the evolving nature of the digital
inclusion landscape (caused by technological innovations); the isolated sometimes
unreported pockets of digital inclusion work that exist, and the lack of joined-up
thinking between stakeholders (as evidenced in this study); and the fragmented nature
of digital inclusion research, other approaches may well exist. Furthermore, there are
clear overlaps between these approaches. For example, community-based
approaches, as evidenced in this study, having to switch to a reactionary approach,

and top-down approaches incorporating service design.

Indeed, what this range of approaches does show and confirm is that there is no
unified way of realising digital inclusion initiative provision. Indeed, through the use of
AT, it emerged through this study that organisations with contrasting organisational
cultures and operational practices, translate digital policy and digital inclusion
strategies through a range of approaches and different ways. Furthermore, through
the use of AT, this study shows that achieving the object of the provision of digital
inclusion initiatives is far from straightforward and is fraught with difficulties and
contradictions, which not only hamper the realisation of the object of the activity
system, but also in achieving the beneficial outcomes, that dominate digital inclusion
rhetoric (Ragnedda, 2018). While the lack of unison in digital inclusion initiative
provision could be construed as a weakness within the digital inclusion realm, it could
also be argued that the ‘ecosystem’ of multi-stakeholder involvement in digital
inclusion initiative provision has the potential to be a strength and an opportunity for
change, if knowledge sharing, collaboration and trust takes place between
stakeholders as further explained in 6.4. Furthermore, the range of approaches
identified supports aspirations of digital inclusion scholars who stress the necessity of
having flexible approaches to digital inclusion initiatives, rather than a fixed, one-size-
fits-all approach (Roberts et al., 2017; Salemink et al., 2017).

6.3.4 Delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision

The findings of this study support existing research in that the delivery of digital
inclusion initiative provision is conducted by a plethora of intermediary organisations
(public, private, charities and social enterprises) and actors, such as public libraries,
local government agencies, advice centres, service providers, adult education

organisations, housing associations and learning centres, as well as banks and
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telecommunication corporations (Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012; Al-Muwil et al.,
2019; Yates et al., 2015a; Hodge et al., 2017; Reisdorf and Rhinesmith, 2020), who
engage with communities and individuals in need of digital skills training and support
(Robinson et al, 2020a; Richardson, 2018; Damodaran et al., 2015; Sweeney and
Rhinesmith, 2017). Consistent with previous research, the training and support
provided leads to many beneficial outcomes for the recipients, however an unexpected
finding was that not everyone experienced a better digital inclusion outcome. Through
the lens of AT, such unexpected or unintended outcomes signal the presence of
contradictions within the activity systems as further discussed in section 6.5.

As evidenced from the study fieldwork, digital inclusion initiative provision is delivered
in the form of short or long-term funded programmes, as discussed in previous
research (Ragnedda and Mutsvairo, 2018; Gann, 2019; Pawluczuk, 2020; Marién, and
Van Audenhove, 2012; Carmi et al., 2020), often through multi-agency, cross-sector
working and collaboration (Gann, 2019; Mervyn et al., 2014; Asmar et al., 2020).
Stakeholders involved in the delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision, take on an
intermediary role, as outlined in the next section in 6.4, in providing digital inclusion
training and support to help individuals access and use digital technology and
participate in the ‘digital economy’, but also as highlighted above in 6.3.3, in working
in partnership and collaboration, with other intermediary organisations to share
knowledge and resources and complete the task (or shared object) of delivering digital
inclusion initiative provision. Indeed, knowledge sharing between organisations
delivering digital inclusion initiative provision was evident in the findings when
organisations worked in partnership and appeared to be an important part of
collaboration and cross-sector working. The issue of knowledge sharing emerged
through the identification of the rules and norms element of the activity systems
analysed, yet interestingly the mention of knowledge sharing in the digital inclusion
literature appears scant as further discussed in section 6.4.

However, this idealised portrayal of digital inclusion initiative provision delivery
described above is rarely straight-forward. Indeed, in reality, the delivery of digital
inclusion initiative provision is a complex, nuanced process, and as evidenced in this
study and as acknowledged in previous research, can lead to failed initiatives
(Armenta et al., 2012; Davies et al., 2017; Tapia and Ortiz, 2010) or unexpected
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consequences or negative experiences (Gangadharan, 2017; Lutz and Hoffmann,
2017). Indeed, the overly positive bias of policy makers and some advocates of digital
inclusion surrounding the benefits of digital inclusion delivery, as identified by some
scholars (Eubanks, 2011; Mori; 2011; Ragnedda, 2018), and as evidenced in this
study, means negative experiences related to digital inclusion solutions are seldom
written about. For example, this study evidences that local intermediary and grass-
root organisations delivering digital initiative provision are frequently under resourced
and financially constrained, due to government funding cuts. Indeed, Brexit and the
UK leaving the European Union (EU), brings a degree of uncertainty in relation to
future funding for such organisations, particularly those involved in digital inclusion
initiatives funded through the Building Better Opportunities EU Structural Fund, and
raises questions whether funding will be redistributed through the newly introduced
UK Shared Prosperity Fund.

Yet, paradoxically, despite the lack of funding, policy makers are dependent on such
intermediary organisations delivering digital inclusion training and support. This finding
is consistent with previous research (Eubanks, 2011; Gordo, 2015; Real et al., 2014),
and while not surprising, also highlights a paradox between digital inclusion policy and
practice, as on the one hand policy makers rely on the assumption that intermediary
organisations will collaborate in partnership to deliver digital inclusion initiatives, as
encouraged through the UK digital strategy 2017 (DCMS, 2017), yet continue to fall
short in providing adequate financial investment for intermediary organisations to carry
out a sustainable supportive role in practice.

Indeed, Marién and Van Audenhove (2012) argue in their research on the digital
inclusion initiative Digitaal.Talent@Ghent that the sustainability of initiatives and
collaboration between the various stakeholders was key to the delivery of the initiative.
Yet as evidenced in the current study, collaboration between organisations should not
be assumed due to the differing social agendas, priorities, cultures and levels of
resource of intermediary organisations, which can hamper collaboration. Previous
research provides examples of where collaboration was hampered or unable to take
place, despite the best intentions of the intermediary organisations. For example,
research by Gordo (2015) found that potential partner institutions of the California
Connect digital inclusion initiative in the US declined to collaborate in some instances
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due to economic factors and the worry that such additional activity ‘would be a drain
on scarce staff time and facility availability’ (p.250).

Furthermore, this study found even when collaborative partnerships are formed as
part of digital inclusion delivery, such collaboration can be short lived due to the short-
term funding cycle of the digital inclusion initiative. This illustrates the AT concept
known as ‘knotworking’ (Engestrom, 2008), as introduced in the multilevel findings in
section 5.5.3.3, where different organisations come together to work on a specific task,
or shared object, in the case of this study, digital inclusion initiative provision, forming
a temporary ‘knot’. This knot then becomes untied when the task changes or is
finished. However, as discussed above in section 6.3.3, when capacity-building is
embedded within digital inclusion initiative provision, there is then the potential of
ongoing collaboration and possible sustainable digital inclusion initiative delivery as
experienced by the Digitaal. Talent@Ghent digital inclusion initiative (Marién and Van
Audenhove, 2012).

Findings from this study also indicate how the rural context further complicates digital
inclusion initiative delivery, largely due to the digital inclusion barriers listed above in
section 6.3.2. Other scholars emphasise the need to make digital inclusion training
relevant to those living in rural communities, highlighting how much online content is
aligned to those living in urban areas (Warburton et al., 2014; Park and Kim, 2015
Correa and Pavez, 2016; McMahon, 2020). An important finding and contradiction in
this study is how the provision of digital inclusion initiatives in rural areas is hampered
by the lack of local resources, reduced or poor-quality connectivity and lack of funding.
Philip and Williams (2019) research on remote rural home-based businesses,
supports this finding, which identified how ‘territorial digital exclusion’, referring to
unequal distribution of broadband and mobile connectivity, impairs informal ICT advice
and training opportunities in home-based businesses. Another issue identified through
the study, supported in the literature is the complicated process of applying for funding
(Marién and Prodnik, 2014) which is particularly difficult for smaller organisations who
do not necessarily have the resources, such as those operating in rural areas (Real et
al., 2014).

Despite the obvious disadvantages placed on organisations delivering in rural

communities discussed here and in section 6.3.2, there is a lack of specific
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approaches for digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities, which
arguably struggle with urban-centric market-driven approaches. Indeed, scholars
highlight how the UK digital strategy includes no specific rural digital inclusion
initiatives for reducing barriers of skills, motivation or trust, but focuses instead on
access (Philip and Williams, 2019). Yet as identified in the study fieldwork, barriers
presented in UK rural communities such as limited community assets and
infrastructure (social and technological), and travel costs, hampers the delivery of
digital inclusion training and support, which ultimately affects the achievement of the
‘shared object’ of the interacting activity systems.

6.4 (RQ2) Role of digital inclusion intermediaries and actors in the delivery
of digital inclusion training and support in UK rural communities

6.4.1 Introduction

The findings related to RQ2 are discussed in the following section. These relate to the
role digital inclusion intermediaries play in the delivery of digital inclusion training and
support in UK rural communities. Three primary themes emerged relating to this

question and are discussed in turn:

1. Evolving role of human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery
2. Capabilities and skills of intermediaries

3. Delivering in a trusted supportive environment

6.4.2 Evolving role of human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery

On the surface, one could assume the role of the intermediary is relatively binary in
that they engage with individuals, and provide digital training or support. However, as
is the world of digital inclusion, the involvement and role of the intermediary is much
more nuanced. This study revealed the crucial and evolving nature of human
intermediation in digital inclusion initiative delivery in the UK and more specifically in
UK rural communities. As outlined above in 6.3.4 policy makers are dependent on
intermediaries reaching out and providing digital inclusion support to communities.
This finding aligns with existing literature which recognises the important role
intermediaries play in supporting those who have barriers to digital literacy, and
engaging with digital technology (Bleumers et al., 2012; Damodaran et al., 2015;
Torrecillas et al., 2014) and provide digital skills training and support to negotiate the
digital realm and online services (Jaeger et al., 2014; Real et al., 2014; Mervyn et al.,
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2014; Marién and Van Audenhove, 2012; Al-Muwil et al., 2019; Yates et al., 2015a).
Indeed, through the lens of AT, Mervyn et al. (2014) revealed in their digital inclusion
study that, ‘without human intermediaries, a layer of complexity is added to the process

of accessing and exploiting public sector information and services’ (p.1100).

However, where this study departs from the existing literature, is the way in which AT
has enabled the researcher to problematise the role of intermediaries, to reveal their
evolving, strategic nature and nuances. To begin with, AT provided a mechanism and
process through which to reveal a more detailed picture of the involvement of
intermediaries in digital inclusion initiative provision as illustrated in the typology of
intermediary organisations in Figure 10. The granularity of this involvement is further
illustrated through the typology of intermediary actors, in Figure 11, which
distinguishes between, digital inclusion intermediaries, established intermediaries and
super intermediaries; and Figure 12 which illustrates the granularity of super

intermediaries.

Secondly, as discussed in section 6.3.3 above, intermediaries in this study broadly
found themselves involved in one of three dominant approaches to digital inclusion
initiative provision in the form of either community-based; integrated; or reactionary
approaches. These three approaches overlap to a certain degree with approaches
identified in the study’s literature review. For example, it could be argued that
integrated approaches align with the work of Reisdorf and Rhinesmith (2018) who
recommend the need for digital inclusion solutions to embed asset-based strategies
that draw on the expertise of existing community assets. However, it is the significant
movement towards predominantly integrated and reactionary approaches to digital
inclusion initiative provision that was an unexpected finding for this study and not
evident from analysing the existing literature.

The integrated approach, for example, where front-line support workers who
frequently engage with digitally marginalised individuals (such as housing association
staff) are trained up as digital champions, appears to be a strategic move by digital
inclusion intermediaries as a way to reach harder to reach communities. This
highlights how human intermediation in digital inclusion delivery has evolved to a more
integrated, capacity-building approach, which feeds into what the researcher

describes as the ‘ripple effect’ of digital inclusion initiative provision. However, what
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sets these front-line support workers apart from traditional digital inclusion
intermediaries such as libraries, and other civil society organisations is that their role
historically did not have a digital inclusion aspect to it and have only recently joined
the realms of digital inclusion intermediaries. However, as such organisations have
come to realise the importance of embedding digital inclusion into their operational
strategies, prompted by the digital-by-default agenda and the roll-out of universal
credit, but also through the advocacy work of national and super intermediary
organisations, so they have signed up to digital skills training with super
intermediaries. This is a fundamental step change in the digital inclusion landscape
where intermediaries have traditionally focused on supporting digitally marginsalised
‘end-users’ rather than front-line support workers who already have a degree of digital
skills capabilities.

Of equal importance is the evolving movement towards intermediaries having to take
reactionary approaches to digital inclusion support, due to individuals struggling to
access and use online services. Indeed, without the support of intermediaries, it could
be argued that such individuals would find themselves digitally excluded. Such an
outcome would confirm fears raised in previous research in how digital-by-default
policy reinforces the exclusion of already socially and digitally marginalised
communities (Mervyn et al, 2014; Yates et al., 2015b; Williams et al., 2016; Hepburn,
2018). Indeed, Chaudhuri’s (2019) study on digital infrastructure and intermediation
emphasises how paradoxically intermediaries often bear the brunt of failed automated
systems introduced to ‘cover human inadequacies’ (p.576), as more pressure is
placed on them to provide a reactionary approach to digital inclusion initiatives for
those in need of support accessing such services. Although Chaudhuri’s research was
undertaken in the Asian context, the notion of intermediaries having to bear the brunt
of system failures supports what intermediaries in this study experienced, referred to
by the researcher earlier as the ‘fall-out’ from the digital-by-default agenda, where
intermediaries end up having to react and provide on-the-spot support for those in
need of urgent support (reactionary approach to digital inclusion). This supports
research by Mervyn et al. (2014) who stated that ‘contrary to public policy that
advocates disintermediation of public services, service access is often problematic

without the active role of intermediaries’ (p.1099).
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This argument could be further extended in relation to the role intermediaries play in
working through cross-sector, multi-agency partnerships and collaboration to engage
and deliver digital inclusion training and support. For example, while one could argue
that collaboration and partnership working, encouraged through digital inclusion
policy, could be seen to represent new forms of social governance, some scholars see
the rise of a discourse of collaboration and partnership as an example of a
‘compensatory mechanism to address some of the constraints arising from neoliberal
market-orientated approaches’ (Bloomfield and Nguyen, 2015, p.24). Taking this view
into consideration, it could therefore be argued that the collaborative/partnership role
of intermediaries brings a ‘compensatory’ dimension to digital inclusion initiative
provision delivery due to system failures. This therefore brings to light the nuances of
human intermediation within the digital inclusion realm. For example, not only is the
role of intermediaries crucial for digital inclusion training and support, as frequently
cited in the literature, this study also agrees with previous research that intermediaries
take on an important brokering role (Mervyn et al., 2014; Ramirez et al., 2013),
between policy and individuals which as identified by Mervyn et al. (2017) can lead to
‘emergent forms of government-to-citizen interaction’ (p.7). Yet this important attribute
of intermediaries is seldom mentioned in digital inclusion literature, where more focus
is given to their training and capacity-building role (Madon et al., 2009; Garrido et al.,
2012; Roberts et al., 2017; Guenther et al., 2020).

This study has therefore taken the opportunity to theorise the role of intermediaries
through the process of utilising AT, as illustrated in Figure 16 to enable a theoretical
understanding to emerge of the relationship dynamics within the intersecting or
‘boundary spaces’ between the activity systems (Nicolini et al., 2012), through
Engestrom’s concept of boundary crossing (Mervyn and Allen, 2012). This revealed
the dynamic, cross-sector/partnership ‘s’ work between national and intermediary
digital inclusion stakeholders in the delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision, but
also the dynamics between intermediary and individual stakeholders. More
specifically, the use of AT enabled the boundary spanning, relationship building
behaviours of intermediaries to emerge, demonstrated through knowledge sharing
and collaboration between stakeholders and capacity-building within the rural
communities observed in the study fieldwork. These specific attributes of
intermediaries are further discussed in the next section in 6.4.3. Furthermore, through
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the strength of AT to bridge digital inclusion dualisms in this study, the dynamics of
the interrelationships between stakeholders and the gradations of intermediary
involvement within digital inclusion initiative provision were revealed, as illustrated in
the Typology of super intermediaries in Figure 12 This illustrates the multilevel
interaction of super intermediaries, from those who operate at a hyper-local level,
those that operate regionally, to those who operate regionally that have support from
a national organisation, and helps us understand the breadth of involvement from

intermediaries in digital inclusion initiative provision.

6.4.3 Capabilities and skills of intermediaries

For intermediaries to cope with the evolving demands placed on them to deliver digital
inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities, requires them to have an
essential skill-set to provide holistic digital skills training and support. For example, the
findings of this study support existing literature in the skill intermediaries have in taking
on a community capacity-building role, where those who have received training or
support are then encouraged themselves by intermediaries to cascade knowledge
gained on digital tools and skills to their local communities (Marién and Van
Audenhove, 2012; Casselden et al., 2019) stimulated through knowledge exchange
or knowledge sharing. Indeed, as indicated in this study, knowledge sharing and
capacity-building come hand-in-hand, yet very little reference is made to knowledge
sharing in digital inclusion literature. Exceptions include Marién and Van Audenhove
(2012) who used the UK digital champion model as an example of capacity-building
based on the idea that ‘every individual within a community, within society, has some
kind of ICT-knowledge and just needs to be incited to share that knowledge within his
own social networks, the community or society at large’ (p.4). More specifically,
Roberts et al. (2017a) in their review on rural digital policy agenda, highlighted the
importance of knowledge sharing within the DAE, the Gdansk Roadmap for Digital
Inclusion initiative developed in 2011. The scholars identified how knowledge sharing
and development of common tools to make the task of digital inclusion training by
volunteers and third sector via partnerships easier. Guenther et al. (2020) in their
research on the evaluation of the inDigiMOB project in Australia also mention
knowledge sharing as one of the most commonly identified outcomes emerging from
their thematic analysis, however no explanations or examples of knowledge sharing
are provided. Therefore, while knowledge sharing in digital inclusion policy and
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academic literature remains scarce, the findings of this study clearly highlight how
knowledge sharing is embedded within digital inclusion initiative provision, especially

within the role of intermediaries.

Another skill employed by intermediaries is evidenced through their boundary
spanning behaviours. This specifically relates to super intermediaries who display
boundary spanning behaviours when positioning themselves in the community to
actively bring together distinct networks such as governments, community members
and organisations (Williams, 2013; Brown, 2017). For example, as evidenced from the
study fieldwork, intermediaries sought to bring organisations together in a specific
region, in order to encourage them to share resources and knowledge, and strategies
for engaging with rural communities in need of digital inclusion training and support.
O’Sullivan and Walker (2018) in their study of online government services, evidenced
boundary spanning when agencies shared data ‘to generate a more complete picture
of service utilisation and whole of client needs’ (p.496).

Yet the concept of boundary spanning remains scarce in the digital inclusion literature.
This may be due to boundary spanning emerging as a concept in the business and
organisational management literature where scholars sought to identify organisational
characteristics that facilitate knowledge exchange between two or more organizations.
It may also be attributed to the fact that this study utilised AT, multilevel analysis and
the philosophical position of critical realism, which allowed this finding, previously not
discussed, to emerge. What is clear is that the boundary spanning behaviours of
intermediaries are critical in current digital inclusion initiative provision, and as argued
by Brown (2017) remain firmly located within the skill and capability set of
intermediaries. Indeed, through the study fieldwork the significance increasingly
became apparent to the researcher of the super intermediary, and the need to have
an individual with some form of authority at local and regional level to consistently
drive the importance of digital inclusion onto national, regional and local government

agendas to push for transformative programmes and policies.

Crucially as discussed earlier, key skills employed by intermediaries are their ability to
provide digital skills training and support to digitally marginalised communities and
those wanting support, to provide training in a person-centred way, that doesn’t make
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individuals feel ‘inadequate’ or reinforce the feeling of ‘digital just isn’'t for me, turning
personal interests into a motivation to use digital.

Findings from this study reveal that assumptions are made that established human
intermediaries, in the form of front-line support workers, possess the necessary skills
and attributes, to engage and deliver digital inclusion training and support. However,
as evidenced in this study this is not always the case. Indeed, the findings highlight
there is a level of dependency on front-line support workers to provide digital inclusion
support who in some instances may not have the necessary skills. This inhibits their
ability to realise the potential benefits of using digital technology, or as described in
AT informed research by Sweeny (2010), failing to ‘break through’ integrating digital
inclusion support with clients. This lack of ‘breaking through’ as defined by Sweeny
(2010) supports this study’s findings in which intermediaries’ own lack of digital skills
and capabilities or their lack of knowledge to include digital inclusion as part of their
role, hampers their ability to provide digital inclusion support.

The lack of digital skills of intermediaries also raises questions about the vulnerability
to negative aspects of the online world individuals are put in should they receive
insufficient digital training and support (Gangadharan, 2017; Vartanova and Gladkova,
2019; Scheerder et al., 2019). Exposure to cyber-bullying, fake-news and online
scams, but also the ability to navigate the overwhelming amount of online information.
Indeed scholars argue the use of digital has a complicating effect on the issue of
information poverty through information overload as individuals feel unable to cope
seeking information (Goulding, 2001). This feeds into the debate on information
poverty and the ‘information rich’ and ‘information poor’ (Chatman, 1996, Haider and
Bawden, 2007) where some scholars argue technology and the digital agenda has the
potential to exacerbate information poverty and exclude individuals who cannot
access information online or interpret the information available, thus restricting their
ability to seek information and make informed decisions based on that information
(McKeown, 2016; Marcella and Chowdhury, 2020).

This is a significant finding due to the clear dependency revealed at national-level of
intermediary organisations and actors delivering digital inclusion training and support,
especially as intermediaries take on more on-the-spot support for those struggling to

access online services and information.
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6.4.4 Delivering in a trusted supportive environment

The importance of delivering digital inclusion support in a trusted supportive
environment emerged strongly in the study findings across all levels of stakeholders
in terms of trusted relationships, trust in technology, trust in one’s own ability (self-
efficacy), and institutional trust, or specifically trust in public institutions and
government websites. Indeed, it was through the use of AT, that ‘trust’ emerged as a
mediating factor, revealing how trust is fundamental to the realisation of the object and

outcome of the activity system, enabling a deeper understanding of the activity system.

The findings reveal trust is a vital element to the activity system that help make the
components collaborate and work together, and without it or with an emergence of
mistrust, creates tensions which could ultimately see the activity system collapse. AT
scholars have emphasised how AT helped them expose issues of trust in their
research through AT’s concept of contradictions, to bring a greater understanding of
the context of the activity system (Mervyn and Allen, 2012; Hasan and Allen, 2012).

As referred to in section 6.5.4, the issue of trust related to users of the internet and
technology is discussed at length in the digital inclusion literature, yet literature in
relation to trust and intermediaries operating in the digital inclusion realm in
comparison appears scarce. This study agrees and builds on this aspect of the digital
inclusion literature. For example, the importance of developing trusted relationships
with individuals they are supporting is a significant aspect of their role (Haché and
Centeno, 2011; Mervyn and Allen, 2012; Marién, and Van Audenhove, 2012;
Damodaran et al., 2015; Micklewaite, 2018; Guenther et al., 2020). Indeed, Asmar et
al. (2020) highlight how the quality as well as the strength of the relationship, and the
level of intimacy between those providing and receiving support is important, as is the
need for them to be embedded within the local community so they can act as a trusted
gatekeeper (Ramirez et al., 2013). Scholars highlight how devoting time to building
trust helps maintain learners’ perceived value of digital, and increase their self-efficacy
(Damodaran and Sandhu 2016; Richardson, 2018). Indeed, from the findings of this
study, some stakeholders saw the development of a trusted relationship between
intermediaries as more important than delivering digital inclusion, particularly in rural
communities, where there is perhaps less choice of intermediaries to call on due to
the sparsity of the population. This emphasises the heightened need to include an
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element of capacity-building in digital inclusion initiative provision in rural areas, to
help develop the skills of those already living and working in the community, who will
then cascade their knowledge onto others, bringing what Reisdorf and Rhinesmith
(2018) describe as an asset-based view to digital inclusion, or more specifically an
integrated approach through the use of digital champions (Ashmore et al., 2015;
Casselden et al., 2019) as described in section 6.3.3.

This feeds into what the researcher has described as the digital inclusion ‘ripple effect’
as evidenced in the literature where people who benefit from digital support pass on
their confidence and skills, whether by helping family and friends or by volunteering in
a local community-based organisation (Micklewaite, 2018, p.197), or as evidenced in
this study, to support their role as a frontline worker to support those who have been
marginalised by digital. Indeed, it is this last scenario that highlighted to the researcher
the need for intermediaries to deliver in a trusted, supportive environment. It was
through the contradictions observed in the findings that it became apparent how
despite their best intentions, some intermediaries struggled, not only with their skill
levels as discussed above in section 6.4.3, but also due to the environment in which
they had to deliver digital inclusion support. As discussed in section 6.4.2
intermediaries have had to evolve their role due to the demands of digitalisation and
the increased shift towards reactionary approaches to digital inclusion, which as
evidenced in the literature is against a backdrop of under resource and lack of funding
(Gordo, 2015; Yates et al. 2020). As evidenced in the findings this not only results in
stress for the individual receiving digital inclusion support, but also makes
intermediaries resentful of the digital-by-default system, distrustful of the institutions
behind the implementation of the system and feel undervalued. This raises the issue
of a loss of institutional trust within the activity system, coupled with intermediaries
feeling undervalued. This lack of appreciation of the role of intermediaries also
appears mirrored in the literature, where the importance of their role is understated
and warrants further attention. The findings of this study emphasise how
intermediaries need to be recognised for the support they provide and their essential
digital inclusion role in policy, practice and academia. This recognition could be in the
form of more funding and resource, training and accreditation. Indeed, during the write-
up process of this thesis at least one of the super intermediaries has since lost their
job due to a lack of funding and another has changed roles.
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6.5 (RQ3) Experience of people living in UK rural communities who have

received or are in need of digital inclusion training or support

6.5.1 Introduction

The findings related to RQ3 are discussed in the following section. These relate to the
experience of people living in UK rural communities who have received or are in need
of digital inclusion training and support. Three primary themes emerged relating to this

question and are discussed in turn:

1. Recipients of digital inclusion initiative training and support

2. Attitudinal experience of digital inclusion initiative recipients

3. Trusted supportive environment for digital inclusion support
6.5.2 Recipients of digital inclusion initiative training and support
Findings from this study broadly supports existing literature that some demographic
groups, benefit more from using digital technology while others struggle (van Deursen
and Helsper, 2018). Indeed, it is important to highlight here that while the findings from
this study are in reference to rural populations, it does not imply that urban populations
are not digitally excluded or digitally marginalised. On the contrary, such an
assumption about the nature of a digital divide between urban and rural populations
would be problematic. Research exists on the barriers faced by those living in both
urban and rural areas accessing and using digital technologies, who would benefit
from digital inclusion training and support. Poorer, older, and less educated groups,
for example, compared to richer, younger, and more educated individuals, are often
cited in the literature as ‘digitally excluded’ or ‘non-users’ of digital technology. For
example, studies frequently refer to non-users as individuals who are older, less
educated, more likely to be unemployed, on a low income, disabled, a refugee, socially
isolated, and possibly living in an area of multiple deprivation or a rural location
(Helsper and Reisdorf, 2016; Borg et al., 2018; Alam and Imran, 2015; Townsend et
al., 2013; Farringdon, 2015; Correa and Pavez, 2016). Such demographics are often
the focus of digital inclusion initiatives highlighting the historic rhetoric in digital
inclusion policy and research of the need to support non-users of technology
(Ragnedda, 2018).

More recently, studies have begun to move away from the binary digitally
included/excluded, users/non-users debate, by unpicking the nuances within ‘non-
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users’. For example, Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn (2021), in their study
identified ‘former users’ - those who have decided to stop using digital technology,
‘indirect users’ —those who rely on someone else (proxy user) to use digital technology
for them, ‘unaware users’ — those who use social media and are not aware that they
are also using the internet, as well as ‘non-users’. Similarly, Yates et al. (2020) in their
study drew attention to ‘limited’ or ‘narrow’ users where individuals use digital systems
and technologies, such as social and entertainment media, social media, and apps in
a limited way. Scholars argue that policy approaches to digital inclusion need to look
more closely at these nuances of users so as to not miss anyone out, yet government
and third sector digital inclusion policy remains focussed on ‘non-users’ or those who
are ‘offline’ (Yates et al., 2020). This agrees with findings from this study which
highlight the nuances and differences in the abilities of those receiving digital inclusion
training and support where clear distinctions exist between those who chose to engage
with digital technology and digital inclusion support, resulting in them becoming
digitally engaged and confident using devices relatively quickly, and those whose
journey was more complex, and perhaps forced due to the acute information need and

urgency of the activity, or worries about using a devices or computer for the first time.

A significant finding revealed from this study aligns with recommendations by Yates et
al. (2020) and Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn (2021) that digital inclusion
policy needs to move away from the idea of only supporting ‘non-users’ through digital
inclusion initiatives to those with some degree of experience with digital technologies
as digitalisation has tangible implications for the whole of society (Diaz Andrade and
Techatassanasoontorn, 2021). Through the use of AT, this study identified recipients
of digital inclusion initiative support as those who were digitally marginalised or
excluded, and those who use digital technology in a limited way. However, this study
also evidences that digital inclusion initiative training and support is being offered to
those that could be classed as ‘digitally included’ to enable them to impart their
knowledge confidently onto others as embedded digital champions.

As discussed earlier, these recipients were in jobs where their role involved them
interacting with more vulnerable members of society and so were in a strategic position
to be able to engage and support such individuals through an ‘integrated approach’ to
digital inclusion. It should be emphasised that this approach was not a one-off
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captured by this study, but an approach which digital inclusion stakeholders are
continuing to pursue as digital technologies are increasingly embedded in daily life
and work, but also where organisations such as housing associations are seeing the
importance of embedding digital inclusion into their operational strategies and signing
up to digital inclusion training with national digital inclusion organisations. This
highlights that recipients of digital inclusion support in this study are from ‘all walks of
life’ and not just ‘disadvantaged communities’ or ‘non-users’ as historically reported in
academic literature and through policy. This was a surprising finding for the researcher
who having worked within digital inclusion practice was unaware of this shift in digital

inclusion training and support.

This finding therefore extends the notion that digital inclusion policy should look
beyond ‘non-users’ of digital systems and technology, and solutions that go beyond
the provision of access and digital skills, and instead consider an ‘integrated approach’
to digital inclusion initiative provision that incorporates capacity-building and

knowledge sharing, and as such has implications for policy and research.

6.5.3 Attitudinal experience of digital inclusion initiative recipients

Findings from this study revealed that those in receipt of digital inclusion initiative
training and support had a range of attitudinal experiences from positive to negative,
from those who choose to seek digital inclusion support to those who felt they had
been coerced or forced to seek help, as illustrated in Chapter 5 in Figure 14 in the
‘four C’s attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support’ model, which is further
articulated in Table 24. The extremes of this journey show those who become digitally
included and see digital in a positive light and those who remain or become further
disengaged as a result of negative experiences and feelings of being forced to use
digital. Findings from this study also indicate the real worry for those who have
received some digital inclusion support but attitudes that leave them vulnerable to
negative aspects of digital such as internet addiction, cyber-bullying, online gambling
and fake news as they have some understanding of getting online but less
understanding of the pitfalls.

It should be emphasised that this attitudinal journey is not linear, and aligns to some
extent with discussions found in the literature in how individuals’ motivation and

attitude affect their use and engagement with technology. For example, where
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individuals, previously using technology to some degree, may disengage with
technology due to negative experiences, and consequences (Gangadharan, 2017,
Lutz and Hoffmann, 2017; Vartanova and Gladkova, 2019; Scheerder et al., 2019),
changes in personal circumstances (Olphert and Damodaran, 2013; Damodaran and
Sandhu, 2016), or other societal or cultural pressures (Dutton and Reisdorf, 2019;
Reisdorf and Groselj 2017).

Where the findings depart from the literature is how these attitudes were observed
specifically as a result of receiving digital inclusion training and support. As highlighted
by Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn (2021) little research has been
undertaken that reveals the potential negative effect of digital inclusion solutions,
revealing again the overly-optimistic rhetoric in digital inclusion research and policy.
As such the development of the ‘four C’s attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support’
model makes a unique contribution to digital inclusion research during a time when
arguably digital inclusion policies and corporate practices are offering technological
opportunities, but at the same time depriving individuals of offline choices. It also
reveals potential negative consequences of digital inclusion solutions, an aspect

currently lacking in the literature.

The range of attitudes of those receiving digital inclusion training and support
evidenced in the findings, emerged through the process of using AT, and the
identification of psychological tools in the form of attitudes which facilitate or inhibit
achieving the object of the activity system (Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2009; Yamagata-
Lynch, 2010). The incorporation of psychological tools in the activity system helped to
demonstrate how achieving the object of the provision of digital inclusion initiatives
through human activity is far from straightforward and is laden with contradictions,
which not only hamper the realisation of the object of the activity system, but also in
achieving the desired outcome. This highlights that while the activity system has a
shared object, it is clear there is tension in achieving that shared object, revealing the
granularity or ‘hierarchical nature of the object’ and a tension within the subjects of the
activity system. This aligns with thoughts by Nuttal et al. (2007) who found in their AT
informed study that the ‘assumption of a common object is highly unstable, or at least
more complex than first thought’ (p.50).
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The granularity of the object, as described above, could be argued is largely due to
the poly-motivation (Kaptelinin, 2005, p.6) of the subjects and how their motivations
influence how they act upon an object (Allen et al., 2011; Foot, 2014) specifically in
relation to the context of their attitudes and choices as found in this study. For
example, whether recipients of digital inclusion training and support are choosing to
seek support, or feel they are being forced to seek help due to the urgency and
systems in place framing their enquiry, such as accessing government digital-by-
default services and the lack of technological infrastructure. This is a far cry from the
‘utopian’ discourse and associated beneficial outcomes so often portrayed in digital
inclusion policy and literature (Mori, 2011; Marién and Prodnik, 2014; Gangadharan,
2017), where ubiquitous connectivity is assumed as desirable and an
enabling/empowering force for all. The identification of the ‘hierarchical nature of the
object’ revealed in this study signifies how the application in AT enabled the
development of the ‘four C’s attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support’ model
(Figure 14), offering a unique contribution to digital inclusion research.

The issue of choice with digital is something which is discussed in the literature and
remains a contentious subject. The continued focus of government and corporations
pushing on with digitalisation and digital-by-default while reducing face-to-face and
offine options is increasingly seen as the norm (Diaz Andrade and
Techatassanasoontorn, 2021), yet as evidenced in this study and in the literature, is
reinforcing or creating mechanisms of exclusion, arguably creating non-users by force
(Marién et al., 2016; Mervyn et al., 2014; Yates et al., 2015b). Indeed, Marién et al.
(2016) in their research revealed how some individuals rather than acknowledging
their inability to adapt to the overall digital norm of society prefer to claim they are ‘non-
users by choice’ instead of the reality, which the scholars refer to as ‘non-users by
force’ bringing to light what scholars have identified as the ‘stigmatisation of Internet
non-users’ (Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn, 2021, p.185). Moreover, with
so much information online and in some instances the only medium to get specific
information, non-use of digital arguably could exacerbate information poverty, as
people are unable or restricted in accessing information (McKeown, 2016; Marcella
and Chowdhury, 2020).
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Scholars argue that individuals should be allowed to make an informed choice
concerning participating or declining to join the digital society (Klecun, 2008; Marién
et al., 2016) or having the ‘right to choose’ (p.194) (Diaz Andrade and
Techatassanasoontorn, 2021). However, this highlights a contradiction within the
literature where on the one hand digital inclusion is advocated for enabling choice,
while on the other hand digital inclusion is required due to the lack of offline choices.
For example, Selwyn and Facer (2007) stated that the focus of digital inclusion is to
‘enable all individuals to make informed and empowered choices about the use of ICT
whilst ensuring these individuals have ready access to the resources required to
enable them to act on these choices,’ (p.6), or taking one step further as stated by
Damodaran and Olphert (2006) ‘where citizens move beyond being ‘users and
choosers’ of technology to become ‘makers and shapers’ of the technologies available
to them and the rest of society’ (p.51). However some scholars portray a more cynical
view highlighting while individuals might believe they are making a free ‘digital choice’,
in reality their engagement with technology is determined by contextual circumstances
(Marién and Prodnik, 2014) such as the available infrastructure, pricing schemes,
policies within a region, or cultural and social influences (Helsper 2008; Townsend et
al., 2013; Marién et al., 2016). Then there are those individuals who despite having
the capabilities choose not to use digital (Helsper, 2008).

The debate surrounding ‘digital choice’ illuminated by scholars continues to evolve, as
technological innovations continue at a fast pace against a backdrop of unequal
distribution of digital infrastructure (Marién and Prodnik, 2014), unequal opportunities
to engage and use technologies and digital-by-default processes (Philip and Williams
(2019). For example, Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn, (2021) recent
research on the ‘digital choice’ debate, argue how ‘people’s choice should matter’ yet
due to the pressures of government and corporate digital services are faced with what
the scholars refer to as ‘digital enforcement’ where individuals feel they are being
forced to go online. Indeed, their study reveals people feel ‘forced’ to go online for
specific services, putting them in an environment not conducive to learning or wanting
to learn, making them feel demotivated and stressed. This aligns with the evidence
provided in this study in relation to the significance digitalisation of services and digital-
by-default has on individuals’ attitudes towards digital and the importance of receiving
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digital inclusion support in a trusted supportive environment as discussed in the next
section in 6.4.4.

Indeed, Diaz Andrade and Techatassanasoontorn, (2021) raise questions about
whether there should be limits to the ongoing process of digitalisation at every level of
daily interaction, and how to guarantee offline alternatives for those who choose
interpersonal exchange or a physical place over the digital. Such questions highlight
the contradictory objectives of digital-by-default which as discussed earlier is primarily
to cut costs rather than to empower people. Essentially what these findings reveal is
the lack of consideration in the process of digitalisation for people’s attitudes and the
contextual factors that influence attitudes, and the consequences this has on their
choices and experiences of receiving digital inclusion training and support. This feeds
into concerns raised by Helsper (2017) in how too much focus is placed on digital skills
within the rhetoric of digital inclusion initiatives, emphasising instead a need to focus
more on the understanding of individuals motivation and attitudes and how they see
the relevancy of digital to their lives. This study therefore highlights how individuals’
attitudes and the contextual factors that influence their attitudes, need to be
considered when designing digital inclusion initiative provision and when providing
training and support.

6.5.4 Trusted supportive environment for digital inclusion support for individuals

The importance of receiving digital inclusion support in a trusted supportive
environment emerged strongly in the study findings across all levels of stakeholders
in terms of trusted people, trusted places, trusted relationships, trusted information
and trust in technology. Without the inclusion of such elements the risk is run of
individuals not engaging with digital inclusion support being offered, or worse
disengaging with the use of digital completely. Indeed, it was through the use of AT,
that ‘trust’ emerged as a mediating factor, without consideration of which, it could be
argued, would hamper the realisation of the object of and ultimately the outcome of
the activity system, resulting in a failed digital inclusion initiative or intervention.
Indeed, Mervyn and Allen (2012) in their study of the behaviours of government online

service ‘end-users’ noted how AT helped to extrapolate critical instances of trust.

The issue of trust related to individuals or ‘end users’ has been discussed at length in

the literature in terms of using technology and the internet, government online services
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and initiatives, understanding of personal data, cyber security, and misinformation
and disinformation (Tapia and Ortiz, 2010; Gomez and Gould, 2010; Al-Muwil et al,
2019; Pangrazio and Selwyn, 2019; Carmi et al., 2020), but also in terms of developing
trusted relationships with intermediaries and the places in which training and support
takes place (Haché and Centeno, 2011; Marién, and Van Audenhove, 2012;
Damodaran et al., 2015). ‘Trust’ is also highlighted in digital inclusion policy
(Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport, 2017; Cabinet Office, 2014). However,
it is the combination of the different elements or granularities of trust identified in the
study through the use of AT, that the importance of having a trusted supportive
environment for digital inclusion support emerged. Indeed, such granularity is often
absent from policy documents. For example, the 2017 Digital Strategy while
mentioning trust as one of the factors to ‘navigate confidently online and access
opportunities with technology and on the Internet’ (Department for Digital, Culture,
Media & Sport, 2017, n.p), neglects to offer what is meant by ‘trust’, which leaves its

meaning open to interpretation.

Indeed, the literature emphasises the need for training opportunities and social
support as part of digital inclusion initiative provision (Hargittai, 2008; Marién and
Prodnik, 2014) to reap the benefits of digital technology. But this study argues
providing support alone is not necessarily enough to reach out and engage with
individuals in need of digital inclusion training and support. It is the trusted supportive
environment in which such digital inclusion and support takes place, as evidenced in
this study that makes the difference. It is the trusted relationship (Mervyn and Allen,
2012) developed with face-to-face human intermediation (Asmar et al. 2020), in a
trusted space (Damodaran et al., 2015), through the use of trusted resources and
information, disseminated in a way that is person-centred and relevant to their
everyday life, with due care and empathy (Sweeney and Rhinesmith, 2017), either
one-to-one or in a group setting (depending on the circumstances), that creates an
environment conducive to learning and for receiving support. It can therefore be
argued, and is not surprising when individuals are put in the position of feeling forced
or coerced to receive digital inclusion support to access online services, as discussed
above in 6.5.3, that a contradiction is revealed and the notion of having a trusted,
supportive environment breaks down, due to the lack of institutional trust (as explained
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above in 6.4.4) potentially leaving the individual disengaged with digital and the
intermediary unsatisfied with the outcome.

It can therefore be ascertained for digital inclusion support to be achieved, a trusted,
supportive environment is required, and is an essential component for digital inclusion
initiatives. However, as evidenced in the study, this is an ‘idealised’ form of digital
inclusion support, and intermediaries often have to compromise, be flexible and make
adjustments in their support to accommodate the requirements of those in need of
digital inclusion support.

6.6 Chapter summary

This chapter discusses the findings presented in Chapter 5, in light of previous
published literature, and explores alternative viewpoints. The discussion addresses
the study’s aim to investigate the provision of digital inclusion initiatives in the context
of UK rural communities, and explicitly answers the research questions posed in
Chapter 1:

The final next chapter concludes the thesis. It reviews the aims and objectives of the
study and draws out contributions to knowledge from the study, including contributions
to empirical research, methodology, theory, policy and practice. It then offers a list of
recommendations for research, policy and practice, limitations of the study,
considerations for future research, and then a final reflection of the study.
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CHAPTER 7 CONCLUSION

7.1. Introduction

The findings of this study have illuminated the complexities and multi-faceted nature
of digital inclusion initiative provision, in the UK and UK rural communities. This final
chapter reviews the original aims and objectives in relation to the findings from the
study and draws out implications and contributions for research, theory, policy and
practice. Suggestions for future work are provided, together with a reflection on the

research process and considerations of the limitations of the study.

7.2 Research objectives and main findings

7.2.1 Overview

The overall aim of this study was to investigate digital inclusion initiative provision in
the context of UK rural communities. The study was based on the observation that
digital inclusion initiative provision is a multilevel phenomenon that requires a critical
discussion. Yet such a discussion had not been explored in the literature, except
through examples of individual initiatives, through single level analysis, providing a

suitable research gap for this study.

The objectives which contribute to the fulfilment of this study’s aim and answering the
research questions posed, were achieved firstly through a critical review of the
literature, which provided an overview of digital inclusion research that included the
problematisation of the concept of digital inclusion, and barriers to digital inclusion
experienced by communities and individuals. This was followed by an exploration of
the literature on digital inclusion initiatives, revealing the drivers, approaches, and
multilevel involvement of stakeholders in digital inclusion initiative provision, and
essential factors and components required to implement and deliver digital inclusion
initiative provision. The literature review then moved on to explore the involvement of
intermediary organisations and actors that deliver digital skills training and support in
the context of UK rural communities. The review revealed limited research on digital
inclusion initiative provision, the role of intermediaries in digital inclusion delivery,
particularly in UK rural communities, and a lack of underpinning theory. The literature
therefore concluded a need for research that investigates digital inclusion initiative

provision as a multilevel phenomenon, in the context of UK rural communities through
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a theoretical lens, that considered the perspectives of stakeholders operating at

multiple levels.

This led the researcher to develop a multilevel framework (see chapter 4, section
4.4.3) as a conceptual guide to enable a multi-stakeholder perspective of digital
inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities across three level - national,
intermediary, and individual level. The researcher also sought a suitable underpinning
theory that could be used with the multilevel framework. This resulted in the decision
to use AT as an analytical framework to guide data collection through to empirical data
analysis, as it could transcend a single level of analysis whilst enabling a holistic
analysis of the multilevel phenomena. Indeed, what sets AT apart from other theories
is its ability to ‘dialectically link the individual and social structure’ Engestrom (1999, p.
19).

A qualitative case study approach, underpinned by critical realism, that incorporated
the multilevel framework and AT, was successfully used to achieve this study’s
research objectives that brought together insight from digital inclusion policy, national
and intermediary stakeholders, and recipients of digital inclusion training and support.
Building on the issues found in the literature review, this involved two phases of data
collection. It's important to say here that data collection was carried out pre-COVID-
19. The first phase involved a set of semi-structured interviews with national
stakeholders to gain a broad view on how digital inclusion initiative provision is
approached and delivered in the UK and in UK rural communities. Interview questions
were informed from the findings of the literature review, mapped against AT elements
and principles, and framed to get an understanding of digital inclusion initiative
provision within the UK and UK rural communities. Building on this first phase, a
second phase of data collection involved semi-structured interviews, observations and
a focus group with intermediary stakeholders to reveal the involvement of intermediary
organisations and actors in the delivery of digital inclusion support in three specific
rural regions in the UK. This second phase of data collection also involved
observations and a focus group to capture the experiences of people living in rural
communities who have received digital inclusion support for everyday life and in the
workplace, again in three specific rural regions in the UK. Data collection was
complemented by a review of digital inclusion policy documents.
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Data collection and analysis of interviews, focus groups, policy documents and
observations were theory driven guided by AT and supported by Thematic Analysis
(Braun and Clarke, 2006) to allow the data to ‘speak’. This was an iterative process
where retroductive/abductive reasoning embedded within critical realism was
considered. This was achieved through the lens of AT which played an important role
in integrating different sources of data and examining emerging themes.

AT was usefully applied to this study to enable the researcher to critically analyse the
data gathered to reveal key challenges that hamper the delivery of digital inclusion
initiative provision in UK rural communities, but also identify essential considerations
and recommendations or future digital inclusion initiative solutions. Using AT
influenced the findings revealed in this study as explained. Drawing upon the work of
Engestrdm (1987), this study utilised the third-generation of AT and the notion of
interacting activity systems which share a common object as the unit of analysis, and
the AT principles and elements as outlined in chapter 3. AT specifically was used as
an analytical framework, to analyse data collected through interviews, focus groups,
policy documents and observations, to explore the interplay and dynamics of the AT
elements and mediating factors within a single activity system at national-level,
intermediary-level, and individual-level digital inclusion stakeholders and then at
multilevel. Through the lens of AT and Engestrom’s five principles (as described in
chapter 3), the elements of each activity system (subject, object and the outcome, and
the community, tools, rules & norms, and division of labour), were identified to develop
an activity system diagram, and inner contradictions permeating the activity system
were revealed. This was done by asking questions of the data as listed in Table 16 in
chapter 4. It is important to highlight how each subject could have had its own activity
system, or grouped into several activity systems. A level of abstraction was therefore
considered from which it was decided to create three activity systems (national-level,
intermediary-level, and individual-level) which were then brought together through a
multilevel analysis as illustrated in Figure 16 in chapter 5. It is also important to
highlight how AT provided a mechanism and process through which to reveal a more
detailed picture of the subject of each activity system. For example, AT enabled the
researcher to problematise the role and involvement of intermediaries in digital

inclusion initiative provision of intermediaries, revealing their evolving, strategic nature
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but importantly boundary spanning, relationship building behaviours demonstrated
through knowledge sharing and collaboration between stakeholders.

Bringing the three activity systems together helped to understand dialogue and
multiple perspectives across the interacting activity systems and reveal contradictions
in the intersecting or ‘boundary spaces’ between the activity systems. Ultimately
identifying contradictions in and across the activity systems were integral to answering
this study’s research questions, and highlighting opportunities for change and
development. The application of AT in this study, strengthened ontologically by critical
realism, therefore influenced the findings by enabling a thorough, critical investigation
that revealed many contradictions and mechanisms that influence and hamper the
digital inclusion process, and crucial activities and behaviours of those delivering and
receiving digital inclusion training and support.

However, it is important to acknowledge that AT also comes with its limitations. Some
researchers argue that using a collective group of participants (subjects) in order to
create a single activity system dismisses the role of the individual within the system
(Leadbetter, 2008). This study has attempted to overcome this by acknowledging the
granularity contained within the subject element of an activity system. Other critics
highlight the issues of translation particularly in the term ‘object’ and ‘activity’ this
leaving it open to interpretation or misunderstood (Kaptelinin and Nardi, 2009;
Karanasios, 2018). AT has also been criticised for not having one unified, clearly
defined research method and procedure (Murphy and Rodriguez-Manzanares, 2008)
meaning it could be interpreted in multiple perspectives. This study has attempted to
address this critique by using the definitions provided by Engestrom, and through
explicit clarification of the components of the theory. Indeed, Yamagata-Lynch (2010)
identifies realms of critique that argue the belief that the application of the triangle
model cannot capture all relevant aspects of an activity, is too ‘simplistic’ and not
comprehensive enough thus limiting the representation and understanding of complex
human interaction. Some critics contribute this to how Vygotsky’'ss broad cultural-
historical viewpoint of AT has been narrowed and forgotten over time (Wiser et al.,
2019). The researcher acknowledges this viewpoint, as at times during the analysis
identifying specific elements of an activity was difficult. However, as emphasised by
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AT scholars, the framework should be used to ‘guide’ data analysis and not used with
some sort of a ‘tunnel vision’ (Wiser et al., 2019).

Importantly, this study is underpinned by the philosophical position of critical realism
(as outlined in chapter 4, section 4.3). Critical realism supports interdisciplinary
research that examines complex phenomena and as such has influenced the findings
of this study. Specifically, this study applied the critical realist concept of a stratified
ontology as it investigates analytically the relation between different levels of reality
(real, actual and empirical), without collapsing one into the other. This nuanced
ontology is a specific characteristic of this study, as it pays attention not only to
observable events in the world, but also seeks to understand the deeper structures,
mechanisms and processes that generated those events. The nuanced ontology of
critical realism therefore influenced this study to not only investigate, understand and
document, but to provide a critical analysis by questioning and criticising the practices,
assumptions and understandings within digital inclusion initiative provision at different
levels and expose the problems associated with the underlying structures and
mechanisms present in the digitalisation of society. Such ontological depth helped the
researcher develop a granular study that exposes nuanced research findings that
reveal what is ‘really happening on the ground’ or the ‘real issues’ and processes in
digital inclusion initiative provision, challenging the current ‘utopian’ discourse in digital

inclusion rhetoric.

What follows is a review of the extent each research objective has been achieved:

7.2.2 To explore how digital inclusion initiatives are approached, driven and

delivered in UK rural communities

This objective was achieved firstly as outlined above, through a critical literature review
found in chapter 2, which provided an overview of the digital inclusion landscape with
an emphasis on digital inclusion initiative provision and how they are implemented.
This involved extrapolating from the literature how digital inclusion initiatives are
driven, approached, and delivered around the world, with a specific focus on the UK
and UK rural communities. This objective was further achieved through the use of AT
as an analytical framework, to analyse data collected through interviews, focus
groups, policy documents and observations with stakeholders at national, intermediary
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and individual-level. Single level analysis was conducted at each level followed by a
multilevel analysis connecting the levels together through the use of AT.

Findings of this study, emerged through AT, indicate digital inclusion initiative
provision is approached in a number of ways, (community-based, integrated,
reactionary, top-down, and service design — see Table 29) by a plethora of
organisations with contrasting organisational cultures and operational practices. Such
approaches are driven by technological advancements, the impact of digitisation and
digital-by-default policies, unequal distribution of technological infrastructure and
resource, and barriers to digital inclusion. The analysis provides evidence of the multi-
stakeholder involvement in the delivery of digital inclusion initiative provision from
national government through to hyper-local organisations and actors, that relies on
collaboration and the essential role of human intermediation within this process. The
study evidences that approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision are evolving as
organisations make strategic decisions in how to reach and engage with individuals in
need of digital training and support, and consider integrated, community-based, and
service design approaches that incorporate capacity-building and knowledge sharing.
However as evidenced in this study there has also been a shift in organisations having
to take reactionary approaches to digital inclusion in response to individuals struggling
with the digitisation of services and lack of face-to-face options. The categorisation of
approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision summarised in this study, evidences
the granularity and variety of the activities happening in the digital inclusion realm and

the evolving nature of digital inclusion initiative provision.

7.2.3 To explore the role digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in reaching
and engaging with UK rural communities in need of digital inclusion training and
support

Similar as above, this objective was achieved firstly through a critical literature review
found in chapter 2, which provided insights into the role intermediaries play in digital
inclusion initiative provision. This involved the researcher extrapolating from the
literature the involvement of intermediaries in delivering digital inclusion initiative
provision and providing digital inclusion training and support around the world, with a
specific focus on the UK and in UK rural communities. This objective was further
achieved through the use of AT as an analytical framework, to analyse data collected
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through interviews, focus groups, policy documents and observations with
stakeholders at national, intermediary and individual level. Analysis took place as
described above in 7.2.1 providing a comprehensive picture of the role and
involvement of intermediaries reaching and engaging with UK rural communities in

need of digital inclusion training and support.

Significant themes that emerged from the data through AT were the evolving role of
human intermediation in digital inclusion initiative delivery; the capabilities and skills
of intermediaries; and the need to deliver digital inclusion training and support in a
trusted supportive environment. The evolving role of intermediaries was particularly
evident as intermediaries moved from what could be described as providing ‘nice to
have’ digital skills training and support, to providing ‘essential’ training and support in
response to digitisation, digital-by-default and lack of face-to-face options. On top of
this the study evidenced increased pressure on intermediaries to undertake this
evolving role against a backdrop of limited resource and funding cuts. Through the use
of AT, this study was also able to unpick the level of involvement intermediaries play
in digital inclusion initiative provision and the significant bridging role of intermediary
organisations and actors, displayed through knowledge sharing and boundary
spanning behaviour to help align thinking between digital inclusion policy and practice.

This study also reveals the assumptions that intermediaries have the required skills
and capabilities to undertake their role, when in fact this is not always the case. The
pressure of undertaking this role together with the assumptions that intermediaries
have the required skills revealed how having a trusted supportive environment was
essential for intermediaries to be able to carry out their role in a satisfactory manner,
a situation some intermediaries found lacking when taking a ‘reactionary approach’ to
providing on-the-spot support particularly for accessing government online services.

7.2.4 To investigate the experiences of people living in UK rural communities, who
receive digital inclusion training and support

As above, this objective was achieved firstly through a critical literature review found
in chapter 2, which provided insights into the digital inclusion barriers faced by
individuals. This objective was further achieved through the use of AT as an analytical
framework, to analyse data collected through interviews, focus groups, policy

documents and observations. Analysis took place as described above in 7.2.1

245



providing a comprehensive picture of how individuals’ living in UK rural communities
at risk of digital exclusion received and experienced digital inclusion training and
support.

Significant themes that emerged through the use of AT from the data were: the
recipients of digital inclusion initiative training and support; attitudinal experience of
digital inclusion initiative recipients; and the need to have a trusted supportive

environment for digital inclusion support.

The findings revealed clear distinctions between those who chose to engage with
digital technology and digital inclusion support, resulting in them becoming digitally
engaged and confident using devices relatively quickly, and those whose journey was
more complex, and perhaps forced due to the acute information need and urgency of
the activity, or nervousness or worries about using a devices or computer for the first
time. Such findings highlight the differences and variations in the abilities of the rural
populations observed accessing and using digital technology and the internet, whilst
receiving some level of digital inclusion training and support.

A number of surprising findings emerged within these themes of the study. First in the
context of this study, there emerged a shift of recipients of digital inclusion training and
support being from ‘all walks of life’ as opposed to just those who are digitally excluded
as historically reported in the literature. This study therefore evidences how digital
inclusion initiative provision is evolving by taking a flexible approach to ensure no one

is left behind, rather than taking a binary view of only supporting ‘non-users’.

Surprising findings were also revealed through the findings of the attitudinal
experience of recipients of digital inclusion training and support in which not all
experiences were beneficial or positive, undermining the positive rhetoric so often
portrayed in the digital inclusion literature. Indeed, this study evidenced experiences
ranged from positive to negative, from those who choose to seek digital inclusion
support to those who felt they had been coerced or forced to seek help. The notion
that recipients felt coerced into receiving support is one that looks set to remain in
place in UK rural communities as more services go online while individuals struggled
to gain access and use reliable digital technology. This feeds into how having a trusted

supportive environment to receive digital inclusion training and support was essential
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for individuals to become more digitally included, without which as suggested by this
study, hampers individual’s digital capabilities while remaining digitally disengaged, or
worst case scenario digital inclusion can leave individuals vulnerable to negative
aspects of digital such as internet addiction, cyber-bullying, online gambling and fake
news as they have some understanding of getting online but less understanding of the
pitfalls.

7.2.5 To investigate the essential components of digital inclusion initiative provision
in the context of UK rural communities

Similar as above, this objective was achieved firstly through a critical literature review
found in chapter 2, which provided insights into the essential components of digital
inclusion initiative provision. This involved the researcher extrapolating from the
literature, essential components in digital inclusion initiative provision recommended
by scholars. This objective was further achieved through the use of AT as an analytical
framework, to analyse data collected through interviews, focus groups, policy
documents and observations. Analysis took place as described above in 7.2.1.
However, it was only once multilevel analysis had been achieved that a list of ten
essential components to digital inclusion initiative provision was completed as
summarised in section 5.5.6. Combining this list with significant findings discussed in
chapter 6, provided the researcher with the opportunity to present a list of
recommended components of digital inclusion initiative provision for future research
and for policymakers, digital inclusion stakeholders and intermediary organisations as
listed below in 7.5.

7.2.6 To use Activity Theory to explore digital inclusion initiative provision as a
multilevel phenomenon through a theoretical lens

This objective was achieved through the application and use of third-generation AT as
a theoretical and analytical framework for this study. AT was used to explore and
analyse the interplay and relationships within and across the elements within a single
activity system for digital inclusion stakeholders at national, intermediary, and
individual-level, and then analysed together through a multilevel activity system to
explore and answer the research questions posed. lllustrations of the activity systems
are in chapter 5, where the national-level digital inclusion initiative provision activity
system is illustrated in Figure 8, intermediary-level activity system in Figure 9, and
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individual-level activity system in Figure 13. The multilevel overall activity system that
brings all three activity systems together is illustrated in Figure 16. Bringing the three
activity systems together helps ‘to understand dialogue, multiple perspectives and
networks of interacting activity systems’ (Engestréom’s, 2001, p.135). This in turn helps
reveal any tensions and contradictions in the intersecting or ‘boundary spaces’
between the activity systems that are working towards the shared object (Nicolini et
al., 2012).

The motivation to use AT was the need to go beyond how people use technology and
uncover motivations and attitudes towards digital inclusion initiative provision. Indeed,
what sets AT apart from other theories is its ability to ‘dialectically link the individual
and social structure’ Engestrom (1999, p.19). This study demonstrates how AT
provides a robust and holistic framework to study and gain a better understanding of
digital inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon. AT provides the
flexibility of looking at the different aspects of a phenomenon such as the context of
where the technology is being used, the technology itself, the activity that was being
supported and the users. Through the use of AT, several issues in relation to digital
inclusion initiative provision were identified which the researcher argues might not
have been visible if other analytical methods were used. Using the concepts of AT,
the researcher explicates how AT can be applied to digital inclusion research, a field

of research where its use remains relatively unexplored. Importantly

7.3 Contributions
7.3.1. Contribution to knowledge

The findings from this study make several contributions to knowledge on digital

inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities and are listed below:

1 Alarge body of work examines digital inclusion and the digital divide. However,
there has been limited literature focusing on digital inclusion initiative provision
particularly in the context of UK rural communities. One of the key contributions
of this study is that it provides a summary and analysis of literature related to
digital inclusion initiative provision, pulling together a body of work that

historically was fragmented in nature.
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2 Previous studies have examined approaches to digital inclusion initiative
provision to a specific initiative(s). Where this study makes a significant
contribution to the empirical literature is its categorisation of approaches to
demand-side digital inclusion initiative provision as summarised in Table 29.
These findings were drawn from the literature review in chapter 2 and from the
data analysis in chapter 5, and highlights how in the context of this study there
has been a shift to ‘integrated’ and ‘reactionary’ approaches to digital inclusion
initiative provision.

3 There is limited research discussing intermediaries in relation to specific digital
inclusion initiatives. While some studies explore the bridging role of
intermediaries, there are limited insights into the level of involvement
intermediaries play in digital inclusion initiative provision. This study’s
contribution effectively unpicks the role of the intermediary and reveals the
granularity of intermediary involvement in digital inclusion delivery as illustrated
through three typologies in Figures 5.3, 5.4, and 5.5, highlighting the
significance of the role of the super intermediary, and their boundary spanning,
knowledge sharing, collaborative behaviours essential for the smooth running
of the digital inclusion initiative eco system.

4 While there is a wealth of studies on the experiences of individuals facing
barriers to digital inclusion, there is comparatively little in-depth research on the
experiences of individuals receiving digital inclusion training and support. This
study makes a significant contribution through the development of the ‘four C’s
attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support’ model, as illustrated in Chapter 5
in Figure 14 and further articulated in Table 24. This model emphasises the
range of experiences of those receiving digital inclusion support in the study,
from those who choose to seek digital inclusion support to those who felt
coerced or forced to seek help, and the consequences this has on their level of
digital inclusion and perceptions of digital.

5 Historically, studies have reported on ‘digitally excluded’ or ‘non-users’ of
digital. While there is recent literature on what could be termed as ‘narrow
users’ — those who have some knowledge of digital - this move away from
reporting purely on the digitally excluded in the literature is limited. This study’s
contribution is the revelation that digital inclusion training and support is

provided to individuals from ‘all walks of life’, from ‘non-users’, to narrow users’
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and those who need to confidence to impart their knowledge onto others as
embedded digital champions.

6 The issue of trust is regularly discussed in existing digital inclusion literature
particularly in relation to ‘end-users’. This study’s contribution is the revelation
that a ‘trusted supportive environment’ is not only required for ‘end users’ to
become digitally engaged, but it's also required for intermediaries when
delivering digital training and support. The study indicates having a lack of a
‘trusted supportive environment’ leads to the potential collapse of the digital

inclusion initiative eco-system.

7.3.2 Methodological contribution

This study used a qualitative exploratory case study approach, underpinned by the
philosophical orientation of critical realism and the use of AT that incorporated a
multilevel framework. Despite digital inclusion initiative provision being identified as a
multilevel phenomenon (as revealed from the literature review), research conducted
within the digital inclusion sphere from a multilevel perspective remains scarce.
Indeed, scholars argue there is a general lack of multilevel studies in research, i.e.,
studies that connect different levels of analysis (Steinbach et al., 2019). This study
makes a significant contribution from a methodological point of view, through the use
of a multilevel framework, as described in section 4.4.3, as part of the case study
design. Supported by the philosophical orientation of critical realism, AT played an
important role in guiding the data collection and empirical analysis across different
levels, to reveal the hidden complexity of digital inclusion initiative provision, together
with the dynamics and interrelationships between stakeholders and components of
the activity system. From a novelty point of view, this is the first known study that has
taken a multilevel approach by integrating the perspectives of national, intermediary
and individual-level digital inclusion initiative stakeholders from rural regions across
the UK, and certainly the first that has done so using AT and as such presents a

significant contribution.

7.3.3 Contribution to theory
This study offers four major contributions to theory in digital inclusion research using
AT:
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The first contribution is the role played by AT to explore the multilevel
phenomenon of digital inclusion initiative provision within UK rural communities.
Through the development of three activity systems - national, intermediary and
individual - AT was used to bring together the perspectives of stakeholders
(subjects) operating at multiple levels (national, intermediary and individual)
whilst identifying the tools, rules and norms, community, and division of labour
to achieve an object within a coherent framework of an activity system. Doing
this captured the cultural-historical context (Allen et al., 2011), the role of digital
technology in human activity, and a multilevel critical perspective of digital
inclusion initiative provision, whilst emphasising issues related to digital policy,
specifically digitisation and the UK government’s digital-by-default agenda;
unequal distribution of technological and local infrastructure and funding; and
the reliance on intermediaries. Importantly, bringing the concepts of technology
and the social together into one coherent framework (a key strength of AT) , as
argued by scholars, counters the concern raised by scholars surrounding the
absence of the role of technology in organisational life, or prioritising the social
over the material (Orlikowski, 2005).

The second contribution is how the AT concept of contradictions as an
analytical lens offers significant insights on change and development within an
activity — a concept arguably, as stated by Karanasios and Allen (2013),
‘unavailable, underemphasised or separate from the notion of activity in other
theoretical approaches’ (p.301). While digital divide studies often problematise
ICT/digital interventions, the activity system lens coupled with an examination
of contradictions provides a systematic method of highlighting change and
development in context, whilst bringing much needed granularity and criticality
to the field of digital inclusion research. It was the process of explicating
contradictions as part of the analysis that provided insight in how digital
inclusion initiative provision is a non-binary process fraught with challenges, but
also opportunities for change.

The third contribution importantly signifies an extension of AT, which builds on
how AT is able to demonstrate the granularity of the subject element of the
activity system, thus providing richer insights This relates specifically to a
criticism of how AT does not put enough emphasis on the role of the individual
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(subject) within the collective nature of work (Leadbetter, 2008). Learnings from
this study indicate when utilising AT, scholars should not be too dictatorial when
identifying and defining the subject of the activity system, which to a certain
extent maybe unknown to the researcher or indeed change over time. This is
particularly applicable for situations such as digital inclusion which is complex
and experiencing rapid change. For example, when doing research in digital
inclusion, it is very tempting just to focus on one aspect of digital inclusion
initiative provision, such as those who are digitally excluded who have received
digital inclusion training and support, as historically reported in the literature.
This results in scholars recruiting such individuals as subjects of the AT,
providing a rather narrow perspective. However, as demonstrated through this
study, a richer data set can be appropriated by considering other individuals
who receive digital inclusion training and support who are perhaps limited
users, or unconfident in their ability to share their knowledge of digital. For
example, subjects at individual level in this study, as illustrated in Figure 13
included front-line support workers getting trained as digital champions, who,
as illustrated in Label 3 in Figure 16, bridge with intermediary level. Indeed, if
the researcher had restricted to just having digitally excluded individuals as
Subjects at individual level, the significant step change of training front-line
support workers, and their boundary spanning behaviours, as found in this
study may never have been realised. Another example of the granularity of the
subject was illustrated at intermediary level, where the granularity of
intermediaries was illustrated in Figures, 5.3, 5.4 and 5.5, and the boundary
spanning/blurred role of the super intermediary between national and individual
level activity systems is illustrated in Labels 2 and 3 in Figure 16. Therefore,
while each individual that forms the subject could have their own activity
system, or be grouped into several overlapping activity systems, it is the level
of abstraction that makes the difference, and hence the level of granularity
within the subject is exposed.

Building on the notion of granularity found within the elements of the activity
system above, a fourth contribution, also signifying an extension of AT, refers
to how AT was able to demonstrate the granularity and unstableness of the
object of the activity system in this study. Described in sections 5.5.5.3 and
6.4.3 as what the researcher has come to describe as the ‘hierarchical nature
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of the object’, through the application of AT, this study emphasised the nuanced
hierarchical nature of individual’s digital inclusion motivation and objectives.
While this was evident at individual level (see Figure 13), it was only at
multilevel (see Figure 16) where the implications of this ‘hierarchical nature of
the object’, or shared object of receiving digital inclusion training and support
and how it influenced the outcome of the activity system became clear. This
highlights that while the overall activity system has a shared object, (see Figure
16) it is clear there is tension in achieving that shared object, and the overall
outcome of the activity system. Revealing the ‘hierarchical nature of the object’
not only helped guide the researcher to develop the ‘four C’s attitudinal journey
of digital inclusion support’ model, as described in section 7.3.1 above, it also
confirms the multi-faceted nature of digital inclusion and the need for

improvement in digital inclusion initiative provision in UK rural communities.

7.4 Importance of research findings

The above findings and contributions are important for research and have implications

for digital inclusion policy and practice for several reasons:

Through the development of a granular study that identifies digital inclusion initiative
provision as a multilevel phenomenon, this study captures a snapshot of digital
inclusion initiative provision taking place in UK rural communities at risk of digital
exclusion, while revealing challenges and contradictions inherent in that process. This
study provides new insights, identifies multiple levels of stakeholder involvement, and
illustrates the granular behaviours and sophisticated dynamics in digital inclusion

practice.

Using the AT principle of contradictions, this study shows that the provision of digital
inclusion initiatives, as a multilevel phenomenon, is fraught with challenges and
contradictions that not only hampers the realisation of the digital inclusion agenda, but
also challenges the current ‘utopian’ discourse advocated by policy makers and some

digital inclusion stakeholders.

This study reveals the evolving nature of the digital inclusion landscape and brings
together an important body of academic literature on digital inclusion initiative
provision that was previously fragmented in nature. This will be important for academic
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research moving forward on this topic, but also for stakeholders and policymakers
seeking digital equity solutions through digital inclusion initiative provision, particularly
those working in the context of the UK digital strategy and national and regional digital

inclusion policy.

This study provides evidence of different approaches to digital inclusion initiative
provision currently being undertaken in UK rural communities, and specifically reveals
a shift towards ‘integrated’ and ‘reactionary’ approaches, as outlined above. The
drivers behind the need for such initiative provision in UK rural communities are also
revealed, emphasising much work still needs to be done in ‘levelling-up’ rural
communities with their urban counterparts regarding the distribution of technological
infrastructure and resource. More specifically, this study reveals a significant
contradiction in the UK Digital Strategy (2014, 2017), which on the one hand promotes
digital inclusion, but on the other hand promotes digital-by-default, which despite the
strategy’s best intention is driving the digital exclusion of those most in need of

support, particularly those living in UK rural communities.

This study also provides evidence of the multi-stakeholder involvement in the delivery
of digital inclusion initiative provision from government through to hyper-local
organisations and actors, and the essential role of human intermediation. Indeed, this
study draws attention to the increased reliance of human intermediation in digital
inclusion initiative provision, and the significant bridging role of intermediary
organisations and actors, displayed through knowledge sharing and boundary
spanning behaviour to help align thinking between digital inclusion policy and practice.
More specifically the study evidences contradictions within the role of intermediaries
based on assumptions that intermediaries have the right skill set to provide digital
training and support, and are willing to collaborate as part of the digital inclusion
process. Importantly despite the reliance on intermediaries in the digital inclusion
realm, this study finds the significance of their role in both policy and academic

literature is understated, and warrants more attention.

This study reveals the varying experiences of those who have received digital inclusion
training and support, and the revelation that not all experiences are positive.
Specifically, this study reveals how digital inclusion training and support is shifting from

just focussing on digitally excluded individuals to incorporate ‘narrow users’ and

254



individuals from ‘all walks of life’. However, as evidenced in this study, this shift brings
with it a broad variety of motivations of those receiving digital inclusion training and
support and together with a wide range of experiences, from positive to negative, from

those choosing to get support to those being coerced into getting support.

Importantly while this study provides insights focused on digital inclusion initiative
provision in UK rural communities, it would be problematic to assume that such
findings are not applicable and relevant to urban areas. Indeed, the focus of the study
was specifically on rural communities on the ‘wrong side’ of the digital divide, who
struggle to gain access and use digital technologies, who in some instances had acute
information needs. As discussed earlier, while rurality can contribute to peoples’ risk
to digital exclusion, rural areas do not always equate to digital marginalisation. Rurality
adds an extra dimension to the barriers of digital inclusion. Demographic factors such
as age, education and occupation, context, personal circumstances and power
structures also play a big role in digital exclusion and are just as relevant for those
living in urban areas. Indeed, the distinction between those who become digitally
enabled with no or little digital inclusion training and support, and those whose journey
to digitally inclusion is more complex, is not limited to rural areas. This is something
that exists in urban areas too and is therefore acknowledged as such.

Crucially the application of AT as an underpinning theory, combined with the multilevel
framework brought an important novel contribution to this study and enabled the
findings summarised above to emerge. The use of AT in this study provided guidance
from data collection through to empirical data analysis to help investigate digital
inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon. The application of AT,
enabled a granular, critical investigation that drew on the perspectives of stakeholders
operating at multiple levels, revealing many contradictions and mechanisms that
influenced the digital inclusion process, crucial behaviours of those delivering and
receiving digital inclusion training and support, and the interplay and relationships of
stakeholders within and across the elements the activity systems.

Finally, an important aspect of this study not to be overlooked is the significant role
played by critical realism as the underpinning philosophy of the study, and how its
nuanced, stratified ontology influenced the work undertaken in the thesis. The

stratified ontology specifically enabled a ‘healthy scepticism’ regarding the structures,
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mechanisms and cultures in digital inclusion initiative provision that may be
entrenched and taken for granted and as such adds a critically important factor to
digital inclusion research as it offers the means to think about digital inclusion initiative
provision across multi-layered contexts, expose the problems associated with the
underlying structures and mechanisms present in the digitalisation of society, and
challenge the current ‘utopian’ discourse in digital inclusion rhetoric.

However, the importance and relevance of this study was significantly heightened
during the writing up process of the PhD, due to the COVID-19 global pandemic which
effectively pushed everyone to work and live increasingly online. This has significant
implications for those living in rural communities such as those studied in this research

for future research as emphasised in section 7.6 below.

7.5 Recommendations for policymakers, digital inclusion stakeholders,

and intermediary organisations

e More joined-up thinking is required at policy level on the provision of digital
inclusion initiatives so as to not reinforce the exclusion of any already
marginalised communities;

e Digital inclusion initiative provision should be situated within the realms of
community development and existing social support organisations, and
recognised as lifelong learning/capacity-building strategies rather than short-
term digital skills training initiatives;

e The need for flexible approaches to digital inclusion initiative provision to meet
the needs and demands of the local community should be recognised;

e Consideration needs to be given to rural populations who struggle with reliable
Internet connectivity and reduced local resource; and the rural context in terms
of the social, transport and technological infrastructure;

e Digital inclusion initiatives should be designed to capacity-build others to deliver
digital inclusion training and support through an integrated approach, rather
than just focussing directly on intended beneficiaries;

e Digital inclusion training and support that is person-centred is essential to
upskill individuals’ digital capabilities, over-riding the myth that ‘access alone is
enough’ to be digitally included;
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e The evolving role of human intermediation within digital inclusion initiative
provision and the reliance on intermediaries to have sufficient digital skills and
resource to support people with their digital capabilities needs to be recognised;

e A trusted supportive environment is essential for both human intermediaries
and individuals in digital inclusion delivery, if institutional trust is to be
maintained and digital inclusion achieved;

e Understanding social, cultural, economic and technological factors which
influence how individuals use digital is essential for successful digital inclusion
delivery;

e The boundary spanning and relationship building behaviours presented by
super intermediaries in digital inclusion delivery that encourage knowledge
sharing and collaboration, are crucial for driving the digital inclusion agenda
and bringing together national, intermediary and individual-level digital inclusion
stakeholders through what the researcher defines as the digital inclusion
initiative ‘ecosystem’;

e Increased knowledge sharing between the UK nations is recommended
through a shared space/forum to discuss how policy tackles digital inclusion
initiative provision particularly in rural areas to improve stakeholders shared
understanding of the application of digital inclusion policy;

e The nuanced hierarchical nature of individual's motivation and contextual
factors that influence their attitudes, need to be considered when designing
digital inclusion initiative training and support, replacing ‘one-size-fits-all’,
reactionary digital inclusion approaches that lead to potential negative
experiences and consequences.

e Scholars argue that policy approaches to digital inclusion need to look more
closely at these nuances of users so as to not miss anyone out, yet government
and third sector digital inclusion policy remains focussed on ‘non-users’ or

those who are ‘offline’

7.6 Recommendations for future research

e First, this study is set in the context of the UK with a focus on rural communities
who received digital training and support. While research was conducted in
England, Scotland and Wales, as acknowledged in the methodology of the
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thesis in chapter 4, due to time constraints and practicalities, the researcher
was unable to include Northern Ireland. Basing the research to the UK could
be seen as a limitation and so broadening research by including other global
contexts, that include both urban and rural populations could provide a fruitful
avenue for future research.

Second, applied as an underpinning theory, AT was used in this study as an
analytical framework to guide data collection through to empirical data
analysis, that enabled a holistic analysis of the multilevel phenomena. The use
of AT brought granularity and criticality to the research process of this study,
which enabled hidden and contradictory findings to emerge, providing
opportunities for future change and development. The researcher found the use
of AT in unpicking what is a complex situation of enquiry, not only very useful,
but also a very insightful introduction to practice theories. It is therefore
recommended future research within the digital inclusion realm should consider
the use of AT and its role as an underpinning theory as an analytical framework
to help guide future studies. Inclusion of AT not only brings much criticality to
the research process, but also answers to the call for further research with
underpinning theory.

Third, a novelty of this study was how a multilevel research design was used in
combination with AT to overcome the limitations of single level research, to
explore key phenomena from a multilevel point of view that integrates the
perspectives of digital inclusion stakeholders to gain an in depth understanding
of the provision of digital inclusion initiatives. This study argues there is demand
for multilevel qualitative research within the digital inclusion realm and
recommends scholars consider this approach for future studies, in order to gain
more comprehensive insights into the situation of enquiry and overcome some
of the limitations of single level qualitative analysis.

Fourth, digital inclusion scholars suggest longitudinal research is particularly
appropriate for research on digital inclusion projects as opposed to a specific
point in time approach such as taken in this study. For example, in their study
investigating three digital inclusion initiatives in developing countries Madon et
al. (2009) note there was a major change over time in all three of the initiatives.
This supports the more general argument by Walsham and Sahay (2006) that
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more longitudinal research is needed on issues such as the scalability and
sustainability of ICT projects in developing countries. While this may be seen
as a limitation of this study, the aim of this research was to gain an
understanding of the multilevel phenomenon of digital inclusion initiative
provision in the context of UK rural communities, in terms of approaches,
drivers, delivery and support and the challenges inherent in that process. Such
an approach was deemed necessary as the first step towards revealing the
variety of ways in which digital inclusion initiative provision has been utilised to
lessen the impact of digital exclusion and marginalisation. Future research
could be to go back to those same stakeholders to establish a longitudinal piece
of work.

Fifth - While there is a wealth of studies on the experiences of individuals facing
barriers to digital inclusion, there is comparatively little in-depth research on the
experiences of individuals receiving digital inclusion training and support. This
study makes a significant contribution through the development of the ‘four C’s
attitudinal journey of digital inclusion support’ model, as illustrated in Chapter 5
in Figure 14 and as further articulated in Table 24. This model emphasises the
range of experiences of those receiving digital inclusion support in the study,
from those who choose to seek digital inclusion support to those who felt
coerced or forced to seek help, and the consequences this has on their level of
digital inclusion and perceptions of digital. The ‘four C’s’ model links to debates
on power structures, ‘digital choice’, the unequal distribution of digital
infrastructure and the seldom mentioned negative consequences of digital
inclusion support and as such introduces scope as a fruitful area of enquiry for
future research.

Sixth, and most importantly, the world has significantly changed since the start
of this study, due to the impact of COVID-19 and the escalation of what the
researcher describes to as a dramatic shift to ‘digital by necessity’ as the global
pandemic has taken away the option of having a ‘choice’ to use digital
technology and online services. Indeed, services, shopping, learning, work,
entertainment, and other aspects of life have all seen a rapid shift to the online
sphere, effectively marginalising a significant proportion of society who are

unable to use or access digital technology, such as those living in rural
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communities. At the same time a plethora of digital inclusion initiatives have
been put into action in the UK, to support those without suitable devices and
digital connectivity. Indeed, support is being offered to people who find
themselves having to share devices or cope with inadequate broadband
speeds. This movement of digital inclusion initiative provision supports findings
from this study that digital inclusion initiative provision should be provided for
people from ‘all walks of life’. This therefore offers future research opportunities
to explore the approaches and drivers of digital inclusion initiative provision
during the times of COVID-19 and the implications this has on intermediaries

providing digital inclusion support and those receiving such support.

7.7 Limitations

This study also comes with a number of limitations:

It could be viewed not focusing on one particular initiative, as often done in the
literature, is a limitation of this study, as the approach of looking at digital
inclusion initiative provision as a multilevel phenomenon could be argued lacks
depth, compared to focussing on a specific initiative(s). However, in-line with
the researcher’s critical realist worldview, the researcher focusing on a specific
initiative(s) would in fact lose the depth of research required to get an
understanding of the ‘real’ issues found within the implementation and delivery
of digital inclusion initiative provision and the experiences of those receiving
digital inclusion support, against a backdrop of UK government digital inclusion
policy, digitisation and digital-by-default.

Telecommunication, technology and other corporate organisations play a part
in the digital inclusion ‘ecosystem’ defined by the researcher, specifically in
relation to technological innovation and resources they offer to the digital
inclusion realm. Therefore, to fully understand the multilevel phenomenon of
digital inclusion initiative provision, it would have been beneficial to gather their
views. Consequently, the absence of their voices as part of the data collection
could be seen as a limitation of this study.

While the researcher has attempted to demonstrate the usefulness of AT to
digital inclusion research, as with any approach it comes attached with
limitations. One of the strengths of AT as briefly outlined in section 3.5, is the

capacity to be used as a tool for organisational development (Leadbetter,
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2008), as illustrated in Engestrom's (1999) cycle of expansive learning. This
study moved through the first two stages of this cycle through questioning and
highlighting contradictions within digital inclusion initiative provision. A limitation
of this study could be viewed in not moving onto the next stages of the cycle
and onto the development of a new solution as outlined in Engestrom’s (1999)
developmental work research or through a Change Laboratory (Karanasios,
2018) which could draw on emerging approaches of digital inclusion initiative

provision such as service design.

7.8 Reflections on study

Using critical realism as an underpinning research philosophy focused the researcher
on the underlying processes, mechanisms and structures of digital inclusion initiative
provision, revealing not only the activities involved in implementing and delivering
initiatives but also the drivers and challenges in that process. This critical stance,
coupled with the use of AT was a particular strength of this study, as it enabled the
development of a granular study that revealed the sophisticated dynamics in digital
inclusion work. The study was able to reveal complex picture of digital inclusion
initiative provision in UK rural communities to emerge, including drivers and barriers
to digital inclusion, and hidden tensions, influences and contradictions, resulting in a
study that brings much needed granularity and criticality to the field of digital inclusion

research.

The researcher found the literature review of the study particularly challenging due a
surge in publications related to digital inclusion, emphasising its importance as a
research topic, its evolving nature, but also opportunities for research. Despite this
recent growth of digital inclusion literature, the research gap identified at the beginning
of the study remained in tack.

The data collection process involved interviews with digital inclusion stakeholders from
a plethora of organisations. The researcher was particularly proud to gain access to
government officials as research participants, during a busy time pf party politics and
Brexit negotiations. Indeed, most research participants interviewed were keen to be
involved in the research, and were helpful and forthcoming in their responses. Indeed,
some participants commented how the interview helped them reflect on their current
role and put into practice new ideas. In some instances, this led to the researcher
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being invited to present early findings of the study at digital inclusion research and
policy events, illustrating the potential impact of this research study.

Taking a multilevel approach to this study, really brought to light the complexity and
challenges of digital inclusion initiative provision in the UK and specifically in UK rural
communities, gaining the perspectives of stakeholders operating at multiple levels.
The use of AT provided a useful framework for the researcher to connect and analyse
these levels. Without using such a framework, the researcher believes would have
brought much complexity.

Finally, the relevance of this study at the time of conducting data collection (pre-
COVID-19) was seen as essential by many of the stakeholders interviewed, due to the
increasing impact of digitalisation and the fallout of the digital-by-default agenda, and
the consequences that has for those living in rural communities with poor connectivity,
limited digital skills, and other barriers to digital inclusion. However, one could never
have known what was about to happen in the global sphere, and the dramatic shift
and dependency to online working and learning, and digital connectivity, due to the
COVID-19 global pandemic. This event made the writing up process particularly
challenging for the researcher during a turbulent, uncertain time. However, the shock
of COVID-19 also brought with it the realisation of the crucial relevancy of this study
and opportunities for future research as outlined above, as social restrictions make
access and capable use of digital technologies ever more urgent. This therefore
highlights the importance of having an understanding of UK digital inclusion initiative
provision and how it needs to be adapted for a post-COVID-19 digital world.

[End]
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Appendixes

Appendix 1
Loughborough
University

Adult Participant Information Sheet

(national level)

An investigation of digital inclusion in UK rural

communities

We would like to invite you to take part in our study. Before you decide we would like you to
understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for you. One of our team will go
through this information sheet with you and answer any questions you have. Talk to others about the

study before making a decision if you wish.

Lead Investigator:

Sharon Wagg, Email: SWAGG@LBORO.AC.UK

School of Business & Economics, Loughborough University, Tel: 01509 223393
Supervisors:

Professor Louise Cooke: Email: L.COOKE@LBORO.AC.UK

Dr Boyka Simeonova: Email: B.SIMEONOVA@LBORO.AC.UK

School of Business & Economics, Loughborough University, Tel: 01509 223393
What is the purpose of the study?

The purpose of this study is to explore digital inclusion in rural communities within the UK. To do this
we will investigate:
o the role and responsibilities digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in reaching and
engaging with digitally excluded and limited users of the internet in rural communities
¢ the mechanisms and processes in place in the delivery of basic digital skills training within
digital inclusion initiatives
¢ the experiences and capabilities of people living in rural communities, who have been digitally
excluded or limited users of the internet, who have received support from digital inclusion

initiatives/practice.

The research will take place in three regions, one in England, one in Scotland and one in Wales, with
participants at national and regional organisations with an interest in digital inclusion; and individuals

who have had support from digital inclusion initiatives who live in rural communities.
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Who is doing this research and why?

Sharon Wagg, is the lead investigator undertaking this study as part of her PhD. Professor Louise
Cooke and Dr Boyka Simeonova (academic staff within the Centre of Information Management at
Loughborough University) are supervising her in conducting this research. This study is part of a PhD

student research project supported by Loughborough University.

We are undertaking this study to help us better understand digital inclusion initiatives and practice and
the effects on rural communities. We will use this knowledge to make a contribution to digital inclusion

research and inform and influence national policy and practice.

Why you have been chosen for this project
We are asking you to be part of this study due to your knowledge of digital inclusion initiatives and

policy within the UK and issues that affect digital exclusion or limited use of the internet.

Are there any exclusion criteria?

Participants must be aged 16 or over. Children under the age of 16 cannot participate.

What will | be asked to do?

We will invite you to take part in two interviews that will each last for about one hour — one interview at
the beginning of the study and one towards the end. The interview will take place either in your place
of work or as a telephone interview. The time and date of the interview will be agreed between you

and the lead investigator, Sharon Wagg.

Before the interview, we will send you a list of the main questions we would like to ask you so you can
prepare for the interview. On the day of the interview we will go through this information sheet to
ensure you understand why the research is being done and what it would involve for you. If you are
happy to proceed we will invite you to complete and sign the Informed Consent Form and then

commence the interview. Your interview will (with your consent) be digitally recorded and transcribed.

Once | take part, can | change my mind?

Yes. After you have read this information and asked any questions you may have if you are happy to
participate we will ask you to complete an Informed Consent Form, however if at any time, before,
during or after the interview you wish to withdraw from the study please just contact the main
investigator. You can withdraw at any time, for any reason and you will not be asked to explain your
reasons for withdrawing. However, once this study has been completed and submitted as part of a
PhD thesis (expected to be by April 2020), it will not be possible to withdraw your individual data from

the research.

How long will it take?

You will need to spend a short time preparing for the interview with the help of the list of main

interviews questions sent prior to the interview. Each interview will take approximately an hour.
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What personal information will be required from me?
We will only require basic demographic information i.e. age range, job title and ethnic background.

Are there any disadvantages or risks in participating?

There are no risks or disadvantages associated with this study, although some people feel emotional
when they talk about their experiences. If you are affected in this way, the investigator will handle the

discussion sensitively and give you an opportunity to have a break or to end the interview if you wish.

Will my taking part in this study be kept confidential?

All names of participants will be coded for anonymity. The recordings and transcripts of your interview
will be stored using an identification number, and not under your name or job title. All data will be
treated in confidence and held securely in line with University guidance on collection and storage of
data and the Data Protection Act 1998. All data will be held in an electronic encrypted format for six
years.

| have some more questions; who should | contact?

The lead investigator, Sharon Wagg (details above).

What will happen to the results of the study?

The results will be submitted to Loughborough University as part of a PhD thesis and published in

academic journals (no identifying details will be in any communication).

What if | am not happy with how the research was conducted?

If you are not happy with how the research was conducted, please contact the Secretary of the Ethics
Approvals (Human Participants) Sub-Committee, Research Office, Hazlerigg Building, Loughborough
University, Epinal Way, Loughborough, LE11 3TU. Tel: 01509 222423. Email:

researchpolicy@Iboro.ac.uk

The University also has policies relating to Research Misconduct and Whistle Blowing which are

available online at http://www.lboro.ac.uk/committees/ethics-approvals-human-

participants/additionalinformation/codesofpractice/ .

Thank you for taking time to read this information sheet.
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Appendix 2

Loughborough
University

An investigation of digital inclusion in UK rural communities
INFORMED CONSENT FORM

Please initial box

The purpose and details of this study have been explained to me. | understand that
this study is designed to further scientific knowledge and that all procedures have

been approved by the Loughborough University Ethics Approvals (Human
Participants) Sub-Committee.

| have read and understood the information sheet and this consent form*. |

understand that taking part in the project will include being interviewed and audio
recorded.

| have had an opportunity to ask questions about participation.

| understand that | am under no obligation to take part in the study, have the right to
withdraw from this study at any stage for any reason, and will not be required to

explain my reasons for withdrawing.

| agree to take part in this study.

Use of Information

| understand that all the personal information | provide will be treated in strict

confidence and will be kept anonymous and confidential to the researchers unless

(under the statutory obligations of the agencies which the researchers are working
with), it is judged that confidentiality will have to be breached for the safety of the
participant or others or for audit by regulatory authorities.

I understand that anonymised data/quotes may be used in publications, reports,
web pages, and other research outputs.

Name of participant [printed] Signature Date

Researcher [printed] Signature Date

*Two copies required. One copy of the Informed Consent Form to be retained by participant, and one copy to be

retained by the investigator.

296



Appendix 3

National level interview schedule

Background about the interviewee and organisation

Name, age range, job title

What is your experience of working in digital inclusion?

What is your role within the organisation and how does this relate to digital inclusion?

Can you tell me the aims and objectives of your organisation and how these relate to digital inclusion?
Can you tell me a bit about the reach of your organisation in rural areas?

Digital Inclusion policy and practice

What are the objectives of digital inclusion policy within the UK?

Are there national differences (e.g. between England, Scotland and Wales) and regional differences
in relation to digital inclusion and if so why?

How do you view current digital inclusion policy within the UK and its key objectives?

Are there geographical differences in relation to digital inclusion activities, e.g. rural and urban, and if
so why?

Can you describe any specific digital inclusion initiatives that support rural communities within the UK
and internationally?

Who are the main recipients of digital inclusion initiatives, particularly in rural communities and how do
they benefit?

Are there any downsides to digital inclusion activities?

Implementation of digital inclusion

How is digital inclusion being promoted within the UK?

What type of organisations deliver digital inclusion initiatives and activities and how are they funded?
Is there a difference with how digital inclusion initiatives are implemented in rural areas compared to
urban areas?

In your opinion how do digital inclusion initiatives impact rural communities?

How effective is the current approach to digital inclusion within the UK and how could it be improved?
What are the key challenges/constraints of implementing digital inclusion policy and practice?

Digital Inclusion delivery models

What role and responsibilities do digital inclusion intermediaries and actors play in reaching and
engaging with digitally excluded and limited users of the internet in rural communities?

What engagement strategies do digital inclusion intermediaries and actors use to reach digitally
excluded or limited users of the internet, particularly those living in rural communities?

Training

What funding streams are there for the provision of digital skills training?

What challenges/constraints do you think digital inclusion intermediaries face delivering digital
inclusion initiatives/and or basic digital skills training?

Evaluation and Outcomes

How do national/local stakeholders evaluate digital inclusion initiatives particularly those in rural
areas?

What are the intended outcomes of digital inclusion initiatives for individuals, small businesses and
communities?

Is there anything else they would like to add?
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Appendix 4

Intermediary level interview schedule

Background about the interviewee and organisation

Name, age range, job title

What is your experience of working in digital inclusion?

What is your role within the organisation and how does this relate to digital inclusion?
Can you tell me the aims and objectives of your organisation?

In what ways does the rural location of your organisation affect its activities?

Implementation of digital inclusion

What initiatives take place across your region to promote digital inclusion?

In your opinion how effective is the current approach to digital inclusion within the UK and within your
region and what are the challenges?

In your opinion how do digital inclusion initiatives impact rural communities?

Are there geographical differences in digital inclusion activities, e.g. rural & urban, if so why?

What organisations deliver digital inclusion initiatives/activities in this region & how are they funded?

Digital Inclusion delivery models

What role and responsibilities does your organisation play in reaching and engaging with digitally
excluded and limited users of the internet in rural communities?

What engagement strategies does your organisation use to reach digitally marginalised people?

How does your organisation deliver digital inclusion activities e.g. face-to-face sessions (group or one-
to-one) or online?

How are digital skills sessions resourced e.g. paid tutors, volunteers etc?

What devices are used and how to deliver digital skills to enable people to get online?

What are the challenges/constraints your organisation face delivering digital inclusion activities?

Evaluation and Outcomes
How does your organisation evaluate its digital inclusion activities?
Can you describe some of the outcomes (positive and negative) about those who have received

digital inclusion support through your organisation?

Digital Inclusion policy and practice

How do you view current digital inclusion policy within the UK and its key objectives?

In your opinion, are there national differences (e.g. between England, Scotland and Wales) and
regional differences in relation to digital inclusion?

Can you describe any specific digital inclusion initiatives that support rural areas within the UK?
Who are the main beneficiaries of digital inclusion initiatives, particularly in rural areas and how do
they benefit?

Is there anything else they would like to add?
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Appendix 5

Intermediary focus group topic guide

Background about the interviewees and organisation

Name, age range, job title

What is your experience of working in digital inclusion?

What is your role within the organisation and how does this relate to digital inclusion?
Can you tell me the aims and objectives of your organisation?

In what ways does the rural location of your organisation affect its activities?

Implementation of digital inclusion

What initiatives take place across your region to promote digital inclusion?

In your opinion how effective is the current approach to digital inclusion within the UK and within your
region and what are the challenges?

In your opinion how do digital inclusion initiatives impact rural communities?

Are there geographical differences in digital inclusion activities, e.g. rural & urban, if so why?

What organisations deliver digital inclusion initiatives/activities in this region & how are they funded?

Digital Inclusion delivery models

What role and responsibilities does your organisation play in reaching and engaging with digitally
excluded and limited users of the internet in rural communities?

What engagement strategies does your organisation use to reach digitally marginalised people?

How does your organisation deliver digital inclusion activities e.g. face-to-face sessions (group or one-
to-one) or online?

What are the challenges/constraints your organisation face delivering digital inclusion activities?

Evaluation and Outcomes
How does your organisation evaluate its digital inclusion activities?
Can you describe some of the outcomes (positive and negative) about those who have received

digital inclusion support through your organisation?

Digital Inclusion policy and practice

How do you view current digital inclusion policy within the UK and its key objectives?

Who are the main beneficiaries of digital inclusion initiatives, particularly in rural areas and how do
they benefit?

Is there anything else they would like to add?
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Appendix 6

Individual level Focus group topic guide

Background about interviewees
Name, age

How long have you lived in this area?
Do you have any family living nearby?
Are you currently in work?

Local area

Can you tell me about the local area?

Does the area where you live affect how you connect to the internet and if so how?
Describe the venue where you receive digital skills traing/support

Technology ownership
Can you access the internet from home if so how? What devices do you use/own?
Where else can you get internet access in your local area?

Motivation
Have you received any digital skills training and if so where?
Why did you decide to do digital skills training and how was the experience?

Attitudes towards digital

What influenced your decision to do digital skills training?

How did you feel about the internet and digital technology before doing the digital skills training and
how do you feel now?

Do you have any concerns with using digital?

Is access to the internet important for your everyday life and work and if so how?

Digital inclusion experiences
Can you tell me about your experience of using digital living in a rural area?

Digital skills training/support

Could you tell me about your experience of digital skills training?

Has the digital skills training/support enabled you to do other things in your life such as further
learning, get a job, online transactions, etc.

In your opinion, in what ways could digital skills training be improved in rural areas?

Is there anything else they would like to add?
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Appendix 7

Observation Guide for digital inclusion support activity

(make observation notes, drawings, sketches etc to record the following)

Name of the training session, if any

How is the activity implemented? e.g.

Who is taking part?

Number of participants

Nature of the activity and teaching approach

Timing and location of the activity

How the activity is organised

How time is used during the activity

Roles and responsibilities of participants

Decisions being made by whom and for whom

Resources made available to participants e.g. special equipment, learning resources, software, virtual
learning environments etc

Help available to learners

How are the participants behaving? e.g.

How are they undertaking the activity?

How are learners using help and resources?

How are participants interacting with the environment?

Do learners appear motivated, engaged, prepared?

How are the participants interacting? e.g.is there dialogue?

Is the dialogue constructive for learning?

Who is talking/listening?

What is their body language/non-verbal information?

Is there evidence in the dialogue that learning are learning?

Is there evidence in the dialogue that staff/volunteers are responding to learner needs?
What is the evidence that learning has achieved expected learning outcomes?
What do they seem to find helpful?

What do they have difficulty with?
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Appendix 8

National thematic network

Activity Second level/codes Examples of first level short quotes
Theory
Element
Subject Government departments, government 1) Our role is to try to influence people/organisations to take digital inclusion
funded bodies, national and third sector more seriously and to try to implement digital inclusion within their own
organisations settings
Convenor of practice 2) We provide the convening and galvanizing force
Influencers of policy, funding, research,
practice
Object The reduction of digitally excluded 1) Inverse Care Law - people who most need help/care are the least likely to
individuals and communities get good access to it
Measurement of digital inclusion 2) We have developed a more nuanced view of DI over the last few years.
activities through targets, KPls, and 3) Case studies, evidence-based evaluation, deep-dive research
strategy
Outcome Successful/failed implementation of 1) Small-scale initiatives/dynamism
digital inclusion initiatives 2) Intergenerational mentoring/Digital Heroes
Granularity of digital inclusion achieved
Rules Collaboration 1) The Essential digital skills framework is a policy stakeholder thing to make
Policy & strategy sure that we are all pointing in the same direction, so we understand one
Knowledge sharing another when we are debating about prioritising resources for programmes
Lack of critical rhetoric (too much ‘policy | 2) Joined-up thinking (or lack of)
speak’) 3) One of the benefits of the network is that they have an understanding of
Understanding what it means and takes what the local assets are, and can use those assets to build relationships in
to be digitally included order to use those assets i.e use WIFI from another organisation
Structures and inequalities 3) The more we can create forums to come and discuss the better. | don’t
think there has been enough of those spaces
4)Being online is not always a universal benefit. People have talked to me
quite a bit about people being concerned about internet addiction, cyber-
bullying
4) | think there is a bit of an issue with overclaiming in evaluations
5) When is someone digitally included?
5) Libraries are a key actor, in terms of digital inclusion especially in rural
communities
6) Most people who don't have those complex needs and barriers are online
Rules Policy & frameworks 1) Political will behind the issue
Funding models 1) Problems such as Universal Credit
Evaluation 2) Digital inclusion funding driven by targets per head and the number of
Investment in infrastructure people supported.
Funding cuts/austerity 3) What works and what doesn’t work
Societal and organisational culture 3) Most evaluation that | have seen in DI has been quite home-made
4) Not so many organisations are doing digital inclusion outreach work in
rural areas largely due to the costs of travelling and the lack of funding
5) The organisations that tend to have the best ability to penetrate into hard
to reach communities are small local charities, but they are also the ones
with the least resource
5) Digital inclusion is not suitably funded and there is a lack of commitment
from government
5) Assets are depleting in rural areas
6) There is a culture of reticence
6) A lot of older people are worried about scams
Tools Policy 1) So much has been removed from the analogue channel that people who
Intermediaries are [digitally] excluded get a really poor service
Trusted people, trusted places 2) We work through intermediary organisations.
Informal learning 3) Digital champions
Digital tools/devices 3) It’s trusted people in local places who are going to help those who are not
Connectivity online
Digital skills learning content 4) It’'s been shown that people who are most in need of digital inclusion
Digital support and are the hardest to reach are the ones who need that long-term
understanding/competency/literacies support
Approaches to digital skills training 5) Touch-screen tablets, VR-headsets, mobile phones
Boundary Spanners 6)Infrastructure is difficult in rural areas
7) Online or offline or blended learning content
8) Information literacy, digital literacy, computer skills
8) I think we have developed a more nuanced view of DI over the last few
years
9) Could be something like in a care home setting using VR headsets to
engage people in a different way, or with mental health programmes, having
a look at what apps are available to get people interested in digital
Tools Broadband, mobile service 1 &2) Access is still an issue. Perhaps less on not having devices, more
Quality of connectivity about ‘not spots’ rural areas with poor broadband, WIFI or data limits
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Communi
ty

National policy influencers (macro);
regional and local digital inclusion
intermediary organisations, tutors and
digital champions (meso); and
beneficiaries of digital inclusion activities
(micro)

Funding bodies/government

IT corporations, banks,

1)Community assets/Community hubs

2)Government, local authorities, trust organisations

3) I think where commerce and industry have a shared objective in getting
people online

Division
of Labour

UK government, National and local
government; National stakeholders;
Regional and local organisations

Hierarchical/Power relations

Reliance on intermediaries

Public health services, libraries, networks, local assets

It’s the assets that we are drawing on by delivering through the network

303




Appendix 9

Intermediary thematic network

Activity Second level/codes Examples of first level short quotes/observations
Theory
Element
Subject Intermediaries at practice level Hyper-local organisations, community centres, public libraries, churches,
Regional community partners, local schools,
authorities, housing associations, advice | Local authorities, networks, learning centres, advice centres, housing
centres, public libraries; hyper- associations
local/grass-root organisations Social change organisations
Super intermediaries, established
intermediaries Granualrity of involvement of intermediaries
Object Delivery of digital inclusion support/ “It [digital inclusion sessions] brings people together, and they talk. It triggers
/knowledge development an interest. Its not just about the technology, its what you do with it”.
“we find out what people want to do. We don’t come with a course, we ask
what do they want”
“It [technology]can be a wonderful friend for someone on their own”
Outcome Successful/failed delivery of digital Small-scale initiatives/dynamism
inclusion initiatives Models of digital inclusion - Intergenerational mentoring/Digital Heroes
Sustainable digital inclusion Front-line workers
“disadvantaged communities”
“A lot of people will say not for me”
“community development”
“capacity building”
Unreported digital inclusion activities
“It [digital inclusion] tends to work better where there is a warden, or a
community coordinator, where you have got a contact”
“This is a good example of a sustainable group. It’s not a technical job, it's
not techy, it's about getting people talking and bringing them together”
Rules Collaboration Partnership working, Local Digital Skills Partnerships
Policy & strategy Digital strategy policies/digital participation/digital requlations
Knowledge sharing Digital Skills frameworks
Structures and inequalities Rural penalty
Policy & frameworks Universal credit
Funding models Funder measurements and targets
Investment in infrastructure “Funding cuts”
Funding cuts/austerity “There’s quite a lot of places around here that don’t have WiFi”
Societal and organisational culture “It’s sad the government says you have to do this online and that online, but
they are not helping the older generation to do it”
Not everyone wants to go online
Tools Policy Intermediary organisations
Intermediaries Community connectors/local conduits
Trusted people, trusted places Formal/informal/drop-in community-based sessions
Informal learning “Getting digital further up the agenda for organisations”
Digital tools/devices “One of the most common things we do is helping with passwords, and
Connectivity people getting locked out of their account”
Digital skills learning content “need to have patience”
Digital “‘we don't all have the skills”
understanding/competency/literacies Worries, concerns, anger
Approaches to digital skills training Rural policy
Boundary Spanners
Communi | Digital inclusion stakeholders (macro, “community settings”
ty meso & micro) “one of our objectives here was to seek out people who are socially isolated
Corporates and try and connect”
Funders “Funding stops in September”
Collaboration Resentment of universal credit
Institutional trust
Division UK government (gov) Hierarchical/Power relations
of Labour | Nation & local government Reliance on intermediaries
regional & local organisations Public health services, libraries, networks, local assets
Digital champions Digital champion networks
Local community Volunteering
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Appendix 10

Individual thematic network

Activity Second level/codes Examples of first level short quotes/observations
Theory
Element
Subject Individuals in need of digital support for: Digitally excluded communities,
everyday life “digital skills in the workplace are lacking”
a specific need; “Need to get onto universal credit — | can’t do it”
workplace “I need help”
digital champion
Object Digitally included by choice, compulsion, | “Coming here | learnt how to use Facebook safely”
conformity,coercion/force, /knowledge “You also get lots of rubbish emails”
acquisition & utilisation Some job websites send you off on a wild goosechase
“we have pooled our knowledge which has been really good, it'’s
empowering”
Outcome Digitally included, partially included, or “It’'s given me a lot of confidence”
remains digitally excluded “I don’t know what | have to do”
Granularity of digital inclusion “disadvantaged communities
“she has learnt to Skype a friend in Mexico and her Grand son in Devon”
Rules Travel “I think my generation are a bit frightened of it (technology)”
Costs “I've always had an interest in computers but not always known much about
Structures and inequalities it”
Policy & practice “What if | press that button and do something wrong”
Funding cuts/austerity “My generation tends to think we don’t need technology”
Digital-by-default “You can’t do it another way but online and its really difficult”
Societal and organisational culture “I have Parkinsons so | find it difficult sometimes”
Knowledge sharing “Some people get better broadband than others”
Tools Intermediaries, “Digital champions need to be over 18”
Digital tutors/champions 1 go to the library to send things as | don’t know how to do it and the lady
Informal learning shows me
Digital tools/devices “By coming on this course, | have become more security minded”
Connectivity/infrastructure “I have a magic phone”
Digital skills learning content “I have learnt lots of things”
Digital “it’s difficult to explain to someone who hasn'’t got the knowledge to take that
understanding/competency/literacies in, but we’re getting there”
Approaches to digital skills training “social media has a bad side sometimes but it does have its good points”
!\I_/Ircl)JtSnt/atlon “It's [technology] got such a bad image such as young children being
Security groomed etc”
Communi Tutors, Digital champions, local “we’ve had quite a lot of village interest”
ty community, hyper-local community “The church is more engaged with the community now”
assets “Put things in place where people start supporting each other”
Division Regional & hyper-local organisations “My son helped me”
of Labour | Tutors, Digital champions, “me and my daughter were trained to be digital champions”
Volunteers “we help a lot of people in need”
Local community
Family & friends & carers (proxy users)
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