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OPINION

SUPPORTING  
THE DIGITALLY  
LEFT BEHIND 
As vital services and aspects of people’s lives increasingly move online, 
a large community of people are being digitally left behind, unable 
to access digital services that many of us take for granted. IT systems 
experts Dan Bailey, Dr Maurice Perks and Chris Winter argue that it is up 
to IT systems engineers, among others, to ensure that everyone can take 
advantage of, and enjoy, the digital revolution.
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• financial limitations
• trust. 

These obstacles grow by the day, as 
many of the agencies and businesses that 
the public has to deal with move their 
services from paper and personal contact 
to digital interfaces. Too often these new 
interfaces have been designed for people 
who can understand and afford the latest 
technology. Consequently, the bar is set too 
high for individuals who cannot, or do not 
want to, participate.

Engineering complexity is at the heart 
of the problem. Computer technology 
and the design of the applications that we 
use to access many services have created 
interfaces that many people simply cannot 
master or do not trust. The result of this 
growing ‘digital divide’ has been to create  
a three-tier population. 

There is an elite community of people 
who are confident in, and early adopters 
of, digital services and can deal easily with 
complicated interfaces. Then there is what 
we can describe as the coping community 
of warily self-sufficient people who may be 
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uneasy with the technology but who can 
use some applications. The bottom tier 
consists of the large DLBC, whose plight 
indirectly affects everyone.

The digital limitations of the ‘digitally 
challenged’ inhibit them from seeking and 
getting better jobs, simply applying for 
a driving or TV licence, accessing public 
services, booking a holiday and more. 
This handicap also applies to a significant 
number of younger people, whose digital 
capability amounts to little more than 
texting, gaming and emailing.

You might think that we have known 
about this challenge for ages, and that 
actions are in hand to fix the problem. In 
reality, accessibility and better broadband, 
the main focus of those actions, are not 
enough. We cannot address the DLBC’s needs 
without a full understanding of its makeup 
and aspirations. Without this understanding, 
digital designers will struggle to specify new 
user interfaces that tear down the barriers 
to access, thus creating a growing divide 
between the DLBC and the rest of society.

As engineers, we could start to tackle 
these barriers through using interdisciplinary 
systems thinking – an approach that looks 
at how a system’s parts interrelate, work 
over time and within the context of larger 
systems – coupled with broader user 
analysis, to come up with and validate 
sustainable solutions. This approach should 
include bringing together the designers and 
engineers charged with building the digital 
services for online banking, government 
services, retail, and the many support 
groups already trying to help the DLBC.

Only in this way can we begin to 
answer some of the many questions 

that need the be addressed. What does a 
dementia-friendly bank account look like? 
When will we be able to fill in a tax form 
with voice only? When will it cost pennies 
rather than tens of pounds to connect to 
the internet? When will the internet truly 
be easy for ‘dummies’ to use? When will 
most people safely trust the internet? 
How can we tackle, in a user-friendly way, 
the issues of trust and privacy, such as 
the removal of the physical assurance 
of cheques, identity theft, password 
proliferation and personal data security, 
not to mention unsolicited emails?

To mitigate this threat, we need to take 
some vital steps. To begin with, we need to 
understand the extent of the problem. One 
way to achieve this would be for the Office 
for National Statistics to work with academic 
researchers to establish the size of the DLBC 
population, whether this is increasing or 
decreasing, and the community’s societal 
and economic impact. A next step would 
be for the Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport to take the lead in 
government and address the challenges in  
a systematic and properly resourced way.

There will also have to be R&D to create new 
approaches to bringing digital services to 
the DLBC. For this to happen, UK Research 
and Innovation should make an appropriate 
investment in understanding and addressing 
the needs of the DLBC. 

The IT industry must also play a significant 
role in this process, by examining its own 
methods and thinking so that systems really 
meet the needs of everyone and not just 
the ‘digital elite’. Suppliers of systems and 
applications can also play a more effective 
and responsive role by collaborating on ways 
that make it easier for the DBLC to participate 
in the digital revolution. 

It is perhaps also worth pointing out 
that the measures described would not 
just benefit the digitally disadvantaged. To 
pick just one example, everyone who has to 
complete an online tax form every year would 
welcome more user-friendly technology.

Establishing and reducing the size of the 
DLBC is very important for the community 
itself and for the economics of the IT 
marketplace and many of the businesses 
that use IT as a major channel for their 
products and services.
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Consider not being able to pay your 
electricity bill, find the best deal for home or 
car insurance, manage health issues, submit 
a claim for social benefits or even buy things. 
All these everyday tasks, and many more, 
depend increasingly not just on having 
access to communication technology but 
on having the physical or mental ability 
and confidence to use services provided by 
digital technology. 

As digital services become increasingly 
essential to society, and as cost-cutting 
closes traditional ways of fulfilling these 
tasks, many millions of people become 
members of the digitally left-behind 
community (the DLBC).

Being part of the DLBC is about more 
than accessibility to fast broadband or 
understanding how to use a mouse. The 
DLBC exists because the entry level to the 
digital world is set too high for many. The 
obstacles to effective interaction in a digital 
society are not simple and include:
• age
• physical issues
• technical complexity 

We cannot address the DLBC’s needs without a full 
understanding of its makeup and aspirations. Without this 
understanding, digital designers will struggle to specify new user 
interfaces that tear down the barriers to access, thus creating a 
growing divide between the DLBC and the rest of society


