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ABSTRACT
This study explores the experiences of digital exclusion among older adults and people with impairments when accessing local authority services in a rural North Wales County. The study explores an intersectional approach to examine how age, impairments, rurality and poverty compound to create barriers to digital inclusion. Data was collected through a mixed methods approach, a focus group and questionnaire, to capture both qualitative and quantitative information. 

The findings revealed that a lack of skills, confidence and access to digital technology significantly prevent these groups to engage in digital services. Additionally, the study highlights the role of a support network of friends and family in mitigating these barriers. The study also highlights the need for more inclusive and accessible digital solutions. Recommendations are provided to the local authority of the county in ways that digital inclusion can be improved based on the data from the local area.  Including digital literacy programmes, maintenance of non-digital services options, and educating the digitally excluded on how to use digital technology not just for local authority services but for other online services, e.g. price comparison website. 

This research contributes to the understanding of digital exclusion in a local context and offers practical solutions to enhance inclusions for vulnerable groups.


Total word Count: 15,897
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ACRONYM 
DE		Digital Exclusion
DI                    Digital Inclusion
DT                   Digital Technology
LA		Local Authority 
LAS		Local Authority Services 
DBD               Digital by Default
OECD            Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
NHS		National Health Service


1.  Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc205639602][bookmark: _Hlk205632338]1.1 Introduction
The world is increasingly becoming more reliant on digital technology (DT) (House of Lords Committee, 2024), making it essential that to access services people have the skills and knowledge to use DT. However, not all individuals   have these skills.  This study explores the experiences of digital technology from the viewpoint of older adults, some people with impairments and, those living rurally and in poverty or low income.  This study focuses on these aspects through the lens of intersectionality to examine layers of digital exclusion. Intersectionality is a major factor throughout this study as all the themes around digital exclusion do not exist in a vacuum put compound to make each other worse (Zheng & Walsham, 2021). Intersectionality is the idea that inequalities or characteristics combine to strengthen barriers or create new barriers that only exist because of this combination (Crenshaw, 1989).

From these experiences, recommendations will be made for the local authority on what steps could be taken to ensure that their services remain accessible to all. This study is focused on a North Wales local authority; there are three reasons why: first, to allow for a focused exploration of local barriers; second, I am employed by a North Wales local authority as a Trainee Equality Advisor; and third, so the recommendations are as relevant as possible to that local authority. The data was gathered through a focus group to collect qualitative data, alongside a questionnaire designed to capture both qualitative and quantitative data. This study uses the Pragmatic paradigm, as this allows for a more detailed understanding of the data.


[bookmark: _Toc205639603]1.2 Why is this important?
The world has become increasingly digital, and while many have benefited from this shift, there remains the risk of leaving some people unable to access local authority services. Leaving them to face barriers others who are digitally active would not.  Throughout this study, we will examine how these factors prevent access to digital technology, and how this lack of access exacerbates inequality, impacting not only access to local services, but also to affordable goods, local shops, and contributing to social isolation (van Dijk & Jan, 2017). This study aims to give a voice to the digitally excluded, ensuring they are not forgotten and face fewer barriers or disadvantages when new policies and initiatives are introduced. 

[bookmark: _Toc205639604]1.3 Structure
The second section of this study presents a literature review, highlighting previous research on digital exclusion, with a focus on age, impairments, rurality, and poverty. Section 3 outlines the methodology, justifies the mixed-methods approach, describes the data analysis, and discusses ethical considerations. The fourth section details the representation of the collected data. Section 5 analyses and discusses the research themes and outcomes, interpreting them through the lens of existing literature and previously unexplored theories. Finally, section 6 concludes the study and offers recommendations for policy and practice. To reach these conclusions, a body of prior research was required. 

[bookmark: _Toc205639605]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc205639606]2.1 Introduction
This section explores existing literature focusing on the key factors—older adults, impairments, rurality, and poverty and how they interconnect. The review includes national data and considers its relevance to the local authority context. Key definitions will be outlined, and gaps in previous research identified. This section is structured into five main parts: section 2.2 explores definitions of both digital exclusion (DE) and digital inclusion; 2.3 examines older adults and those with impairments and the impact of these factors on DE; 2.4 considers the barriers posed by rurality and poverty; 2.5 looks at the accessibility of local authority services; and 2.6 summarises the key findings and their implications for this study.
[bookmark: _Toc205639607]2.2 Defining Digital Inclusion and Digital Exclusion
The definitions of DE and digital inclusion (DI) have developed throughout their history. It is useful to distinguish the differences between the two concepts                        (Helsper & Eynon, 2013). DE does not have one definitive agreed-upon definition but can be described as the lack of access to digital technology (DT) or lack of opportunity to gain experience with it to build digital skills and confidence (Wilson-Menzfeld, et al., 2024). This study will demonstrate in detail that this lack of access is caused by a myriad of reasons, related to age, impairment, income and education (van Dijk & Hacker, 2003; Deursen, 2015). Meanwhile, DI aims to focus on what can be done to reduce these barriers  (Pérez-Escolar & Canet, 2023). DI is defined as having access, skills, and the chance to gain experience and learn how to use digital technology (ITU, No Date). The development of DI definitions can be seen in research throughout the years; since its conception, there has not been an agreed-upon typology of DI, and for this study to examine the topic accurately, the typologies must be explored (Pérez-Escolar & Canet, 2023).  In 2001, the OECD provided an early definition focused on access and skills (OECD, 2001)  The definition was refined by Hargittai (2001), van Dijk and Hacker (2003), who included the financial differences between households and added the idea of a support network, not just to complete tasks for individuals but also to educate (Hargittai, 2001; van Dijk & Hacker, 2003). The importance of a support network has also been reiterated, with such networks becoming more relied upon in difficult times, e.g., having to find a new job (Asmar, et al., 2020). It was further developed after the mass adoption of digital technology such as the smartphone, as there were still some who were not digitally included, especially as digital technology has become more common after Covid-19. This development also considers demographics such as age, getting older, a person’s gender, socio-economic identity, and, importantly, different combinations between them and how they can cause different barriers (Cooper, 2006; Wessels, 2013; Yates, et al., 2015a; Gallistl, et al., 2021; Anrijs, et al., 2023) ). This has been criticised as too focused on the deficit existing between users and non-users rather than on what can be done to improve DI based on the resources the local community has at its disposal, such as local access points, locations that offer access to digital technology,  e.g. computers in libraries (Reisdorf & Rhinesmith, 2020; Pinkett, 2021; Rhinesmith, et al., 2019). Reisdorf and Rhinesmith (2020) expanded this criticism stating that this approach is too generic with any initiatives designed around this would need to be too broad to effectively tackle endemic barriers, such as age (Reisdorf & Rhinesmith, 2020). This approach, unlike the other definitions, allows for a solution-focused method, such as taking into consideration the connections available, e.g., 4G or fibre (Reisdorf & Rhinesmith, 2020). Others argued a connection between digital inclusion initiatives and government can improve digital inequality as well as impede it, based on people’s individual circumstances, such as more expensive internet connections (Rodriguez-Hevía, et al., 2020). 


[bookmark: _Toc205639608][bookmark: _Hlk205632963]2.2.1 Further Definitions 
The study will use existing definitions, including older ones, as they focus on areas that are key for this study. The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) definition of digital inclusion is concerned with cost, as is this study (OECD, 2001). Other definitions include support networks and other factors, such as age  (Hargittai, 2001; Cooper, 2006; van Dijk & Hacker, 2003; Wessels, 2013). While the study will also use later developments in the  definitions of digital inclusion and exclusion, as they were useful during the analysis and  relevant to the experience of the participants (Reisdorf & Rhinesmith, 2020; Rodriguez-Hevía, et al., 2020). Some further definitions of other terms are needed, as a few other concepts appear throughout the study. The first of these is the digital divide, where some people use the internet and others do not. It is defined as those who have used the internet in the last three months and those who have not, and whether they possess the necessary skills to carry out basic tasks. It also explores factors that create this divide, such as socio-economic and social barriers. Research has shown that the digital divide worsens existing inequality (Baker, et al., 2020). The second concept is Digital by Default (DBD). This is the approach of the UK government after 2010, where most government-run systems are operated digitally rather than through more traditional methods (Yates, et al., 2015a). These definitions of digital inclusion can provide valuable insight, allowing for an examination of barriers. This study’s focus on North Wales will allow it to avoid the pitfalls of being too broad (Rodriguez-Hevía, et al., 2020; Reisdorf & Rhinesmith, 2020). These approaches to digital inclusion can provide valuable insight to this study, with the former definitions allowing a focus on the financial and social barriers that help create digital inequality, and its later developments strengthening this study’s recommendations towards policy.  The Welsh government has taken note of the issue of DI and has adopted the approach that it needs to work with local authorities to improve the accessibility of their services. However, its efforts have so far focused on use in healthcare and education rather than local authority services, which, although not the focus of this study, has been acknowledged in their Digital Strategy for Wales (Archwilio Cymru, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc205639609]2.3 Older Adults, Experience, Impairments, & Digital Inequality
[bookmark: _Toc205639610]2.3.1 Older Adults
This study will define an older adult as someone aged 65 years or over; this is the definition age limit used by the Welsh Government due to its focus on pensionable age (Welsh Government, 2024). This deviates from the usual age of 60 used by organisations such as the National Health Service (NHS), Age UK, and Office for National Statistics, (Office for National Statistics, 2019; Age UK, 2019; NHS England, 2015).  There is no universally agreed-upon definition of what constitutes an older adult, with both the UK government and the NHS using the term loosely, as not everyone ages in the same way (NHS England, 2015). Because of this, many articles and studies use different age ranges to define what an older adult is; therefore, data from other sources may differ and will be used interchangeably when necessary.
[bookmark: _Toc205639611]2.3.1.1 Experiences of older Adults
Age can act as a barrier for several reasons, such as isolation. A report noted that website design, for example hard-to-read fonts, could prevent access to services such as healthcare (The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales , 2024).  Impairments such as poor eyesight can make using web interfaces difficult, and steps have been taken to reduce these barriers; however, this effort has been inconsistent (Fernando & Botelho, 2021). Touch interfaces have become a barrier for those with motor impairments  (Fernando & Botelho, 2021). Older people also experience social isolation more frequently, with loneliness linked to worsening health such as cognitive decline (De Koning, et al., 2017; Sen, et al., 2022). Digital technology has helped to alleviate isolation and is increasingly important as the UK population ages (Lee, et al., 2024). The UK has an aging population, which causes strain on social care as there are fewer people working and paying taxes. It is difficult to reverse, with other countries’ attempts being largely ineffective (Čajka, 2012; Local Government Association, 2024; House of Lords Committee, 2024; Schou & Por, 2019). Notably a shrinking population can lead to productivity growth and an increase in wages, which would help people sustain themselves in later life (Lee & Mason, 2017; Seifert, 2020). Which effects older elderly people’s quality of life, additionally, elderly people are disadvantaged when accessing government benefits if the main way to access them is through digital technology (Harvey, et al., 2023). .
Rural places are increasingly facing reduced services such as shops, banks, and public transport, with older people facing growing barriers to accessing these services (Stjernborg & Svensson, 2024).  People in rural areas have to travel greater distances to access services such as healthcare (gov.uk, 2019). Studies have shown that older people should be involved in the design of systems to ensure accessibility (Emmesjö, et al., 2025). Others have demonstrated that impairments and digital literacy amongst older adults are the biggest challenges, and to reduce this, a focus on the benefits of digital technology is necessary e.g. online banking (Terp, et al., 2021; Neves & Mead , 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc205639612]
2.3.2 Impairments
Individuals with impairments must also be defined due to an increase in older people’s reporting of disabilities and impairment, with the county having a 27% of its population aged over 65 and 7.7% of residents being disabled. The government’s definition found in the Equality Act 2010 will be used, as it is used in local authority policies. It is defined as a “physical or mental impairment that has a substantial and long-term negative effect on the ability to do normal daily activities,” e.g., hearing, sight, or mobility (Open Government Licence, 2010). It is also important to consider the language that is used and, therefore, which model is being applied. The social model will be used, as that is used in my role and it has been used by the Welsh Government since 2002 (Welsh Government, 2021; Scope, 2022) Using the social model means that those with impairments are not the ones causing barriers for themselves, but rather that society creates barriers for those with impairments. It is important to acknowledge terminology (Welsh Government, 2021; Scope, 2022). 


[bookmark: _Toc205639613]2.3.3 Social Model
Terminology is important as It is not just limited to a person’s preference but can have wider cultural, and political implications. The Social Model is the concept that society creates barriers that prevent disabled people from taking part in society in the same way as non-disabled people (Lawson & Beckett, 2021). This model stemmed from the UK-based disability organisation Union of Physically Impaired Against Segregation (UPIAS). This study made the deliberate decision to use the term 'impairment' over 'disability', as it, like the social model, aims to remove barriers (Shakespeare, 2010). The impact of terminology can be seen with the medical model, as it focuses on faults within the individual, reinforcing the idea that it is not society that is at fault but the individual, whereas the social model shifts the focus onto society creating barriers, such as toilets in a building being difficult to access for someone with mobility issue (Shakespeare, 2010; Scope, 2022). There is some criticism of the social model; one being that the social model separates impairments from disability, while the social relative model unites these to allow them to work together in tandem to tackle barriers more effectively (Owens, 2015). It has also been suggested that it focuses on oppression, which could lead to these barriers becoming more difficult to overcome, and that it oversimplifies and ignores other aspects of life, such as lived experience (Meekosha, 2004; Lave & Gardner, 1993). Despite this, this study will still use this model for the reasons specified before, it is consistent with my role and policy, and the study aims to reduce barriers like the social model.


[bookmark: _Toc205639614][bookmark: _Hlk202778894]2.3.4 Impact of Digital Exclusion
In the UK, 29% of those aged over 75 did not use the internet; this rose to 49% in Wales (Age UK, 2024a; Statistics for Wales, 2019). A report showed that the number of people over the age of 16 who did not use the internet shrank from 7% to 3%. This would have largely been the older demographic, as they were less likely to use the internet pre-pandemic.  (Office for National Statistics, 2022; Welsh Government, 2022b; Age UK, 2024a; Office for National Statistics, 2023). This data from April 2020 was pre-pandemic, making it out of date due to the impact COVID-19 had on the adoption of digital technology, but it was the most up to date that could be found at the time of writing (Kung & Steptoe, 2023). COVID-19 increased the adoption of digital technology (Centre for Ageing Better, 2020). However, the data is still useful as it demonstrates that the targeted demographic group, older adults, use the internet the least and is therefore most likely to be excluded when Local Authority Services (LAS) become more digital. Wales has a larger number of older people not using the internet (Office for National Statistics, 2022).  Linked to age were impairments, as they become more common as people age, with a jump between ages 70–74 (Berlau, et al., 2009; Office for National Statistics, 2023). Wales has higher rates of impairment at 21.1% compared to England’s 17.7% (Office for National Statistics, 2023). 

Age acts as a barrier in a few ways. One significant barrier is confidence. This idea was examined by Aswathi & Haneefa (2020), expressing that it is caused by fear of digital technology, stemming from a perceived lack of understanding, which discourages its use (Aswathi & Haneefa, 2020; Lan An, et al., 2022) In Lan An et al.'s (2022) research, it was also mentioned that some older people do not use it as they are not interested in technology (Lan An, et al., 2022)  Part of this lack of confidence is a lack of exposure, with older people not having had the chance to gain digital skills, this is where the digital divide becomes relevant (Baker, 2024). Research has shown that one third of those aged over 65 did not have the skills to use a computer or to access online services (Meyen, et al., 2010; Age UK, 2024a; Age UK, 2024b; Lloyds Bank UK, 2024) Digital exclusion can also exacerbate general isolation (Molola & Makhubele, 2021). This isolation stems from the digitally excluded not having the chance to gain the advantages that digital technology offers, e.g., social interaction and online shopping (Martin, et al., 2016; Sixsmith, et al., 2022; Age UK, 2021). This isolation can be seen amongst older people, as in Wales, 75% of women and 33% of men over 65 live alone, and nearly 25% of pensioners do not go out for social purposes at least once a month (House of Lords, 2017). As a digital by default (DBD) approach to services takes hold, the digitally excluded cannot access these as easily, leading to further isolation (Ivan & Hebblethwaita, 2016). Those living in isolation often have worse health, and with many older people living alone, this is something they are more at risk of facing (Lei, et al., 2024).

Impairments act as a barrier as well, and often these impairments become more common as people age. Impairments such as reduced vision, hearing difficulties, limited dexterity, and cognitive decline make interacting with digital technology more difficult (Seifert, et al., 2021). The design of digital technology can act as a barrier, such as smartphones lacking buttons for those with limited dexterity or vision impairment, or website design being too complex or inflexible for the cognitively impaired (Botelho, 2021). Some say that these barriers can be overcome with inclusive design, such as using simple colours and including audio descriptions of pictures via digital platforms (Gallistl, et al., 2020; Lazar, et al., 2015; Gov.uk, 2016).   This view aligns with the social model of disability, as it frames digital exclusion as a consequence of societal structure rather than a deficit of the individual (Shakespeare, 2010). While impairments can restrict digital inclusion, it can potentially be mitigated by design and support.

[bookmark: _Toc205639615]2.4 Rurality, poverty and digital 
[bookmark: _Toc205639616]2.4.1 Rurality
Rurality does not have a fixed definition but varies depending on the purpose of the research. However, providing one for this study will help better recommend how its effects can be alleviated (Nelson, et al., 2021; Statistics for Wales, 2008). Wales is a rural place and especially the county is as well with a population of fifty-seven people per kilometre (Office for National Statistics, 2022). These differences are highlighted as, at times, rural areas may appear more impoverished than urban areas, and at other times, less so (Bennett, et al., 2019; Hart, et al., 2005) In its most basic form, rurality is defined as somewhere that is not urban (Minore, et al., 2008). This can be further expanded, with some definitions using commuting times or population. (Age UK, 2024b)  A population density below 150 people per kilometre can be used to define somewhere as rural (Waldorf, 2006; Waldorf & Kim, 2015; Goss, 2013). Smailes et al. (2002) argued that this was too simplistic for western economies and that changing densities between areas should be considered.  (Smailes, et al., 2002). As seen before the county has a population density of fifty-seven people per kilometre, well below the 150 needed (Office for National Statistics, 2022). This definition shall be used as it comes from the government for the sake of simplicity.
[bookmark: _Toc205639617]2.4.2 Poverty and low income
Poverty often acts as one of the largest barriers (Lee & Whitacre, 2017). The concept of digital by default becomes significant here, as those who rely on it are most commonly from groups that are digitally excluded (DE) (Yates, et al., 2015a; Cabinet Office, 2013). Poverty is defined by the UK government as a household earning below 60% of the median income (House of Commons Library, 2025). While this is a factor for the study, only rough economic data was collected, to contrast higher and lower earners and their experiences of digital technology (DT) to see how these differ. This was done for two reasons. First, surveys with fewer questions on income had higher response rates (Office for National Statistics, 2016). The other reason is that income can be a sensitive topic and may be seen as an invasion of privacy, risking offense and greater hesitation to answer further questions and In a focus group, this could disrupt the flow of conversation (Tourangeau & Yan, 2007).
[bookmark: _Toc205639618]2.4.3 Impact of Digital Exclusion
Rurality and poverty combine to exacerbate digital exclusion (DE), as rural internet connections are often more expensive, reducing opportunities to develop skills. These connections are frequently slower, so even with access, individuals do not have the same opportunities as those in more urban environments (Ofcom, 2021; Institute of Development Studies, 2022).  Around 15,000 Welsh homes are unable to obtain speeds faster than 10 Mbps. Upgrades are only mandatory for providers if the cost is less than £3,400; otherwise, individual quotes are needed, and there is no option through price comparison websites (Senedd Business, 2022; Dyfed Telecom, 2025). There is a correlation between time spent on the internet and income: the less time spent online, the lower the income (Davies & Colings, 2021). This means that some individuals who wanted to get connected faced costly access but could not afford it due to their income, and without connectivity, they could not use digital technology (DT) to increase their income. Businesses tend to locate in areas where internet speeds are high, which improves the local economy. As a result, rural areas are less likely to benefit from this, making their local economies weaker and therefore offering lower incomes (Blank, et al., 2018). 
Urban areas are expected to grow at the expense of rural ones, potentially making this worse (Nelson, et al., 2021). Fourteen percent of all adults in Wales aged 18 and over are unable to afford an internet connection or enough data to cover their needs, with this figure at 15% among the most deprived neighbourhoods and 12% in the most affluent (Welsh Government, 2022). This cost cuts across neighbourhood types, showing that different solutions are needed for different barriers, such as low income and unaffordability (Welsh Government, 2022). Yates, et al. (2015b) also argued that Digital by Default (DBD) cuts costs for the government and pushes them onto the recipient, who in this case is applying due to their low income, further acting as a barrier (Yates, et al., 2015b).  Here, impairment becomes relevant again, with 33% of households with at least one disabled adult living in poverty ( Disability Rights UK, 2020). Age also becomes relevant again, as poverty increases with age: 16% of 65–69-year-olds live in poverty compared to 19% for 70–79-year-olds (Older People's Commissioner for Wales , 2022). Another aspect is that goods bought online are often cheaper, further disadvantaging the digitally excluded (UK Parliment, 2023). Poorer older adults' incomes have increased less than their better-off counterparts, making the cost of a connection a larger portion of their income and making them more likely to live in poverty (Cribb, et al., 2024; Walls & Dowler, 2015). These higher costs make it harder to remove barriers such as the cost of getting online, as devices are too expensive as well, trapping them in a state of being digitally excluded (Balboni`, et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc205639619]2.5 Accessibility of Local Authority Services (LAS)
Access to LAS has increasingly shifted to being provided online, following the government's push for digital by default (DBD). This comes at a time when many local authorities are facing increasing financial difficulties; this DBD acts as an easy cost-cutting measure (Local Government Association, 2024). While it is cheaper and available 24/7, it risks marginalising the digitally excluded. A barrier that emerged in research is the usability of digital systems, such as unclear wording or confusing instructions (Harvey, et al., 2023) Harvey et al. (2023) highlighted that these issues prevented some people from accessing services and made the process needlessly difficult, noting that end users had not been given the chance to provide input (Harvey, et al., 2021). Another barrier is internet access itself: according to the Older People’s Commissioner for Wales (2024), 31% of people aged 75 and over do not have access at home, and 33% do not use the internet at all. One reason for this is cost, with 1 in 5 older people living in poverty, a situation that has only been made worse by the cost-of-living crisis (The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales , 2024). This cost for a connection is often higher in rural places. (Wagg, 2021). Because of these connection issues, these services are often not accessed digitally, which reduces trust and the likelihood that they will be used. (Williams, et al., 2016). Cost, age, and rurality combine to act as barriers (Zheng & Walsham, 2021).  However, there are some actions local authorities can take, such as ensuring facilities are available to access information and services, and providing alternatives to digital options, such as support hubs (The Older People's Commissioner for Wales, 2021).  Another way is by reaching out to potential users, supporting them with devices, and offering continuous support (The Older People's Commissioner for Wales, 2021).  The literature suggests a need for local authorities to adopt a context-driven approach; digital-only services, without addressing fundamental barriers, and then risk reinforcing the marginalisation of certain groups unless supported by alternatives or by educating users on digital options and ensuring that services provided consider accessibility. While digitisation has come a long way, real digital inclusion requires understanding these barriers and a sustained effort to remove them (Correa & Pavez, 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc205639620]2.6 Conclusion 
The literature review highlights that research on DE and DI has taken place, including in rural contexts; however, there is no research focused , this study’s location. So, when there is research of a similar nature arises it not specifically relevant to the local authority providing a gap in research to fill. This allows local context to be considered when providing recommendations to the local authority. There is also extensive research into the barriers the DE face, such as age, impairment, and cost. The voice of the digitally excluded was included in existing research, however this could have been further expanded; it was in a national context rather than a small local one, which does not allow for the lived experience of a local community to emerge and inform recommendations specific to the location. There was also a large amount of research into the intersectionality of different barriers, but once more, a local context will allow the particular balance of these barriers to be explored in the county to help reduce inequality in a focused, local manner. All of this helps shape the question and aims of this study, which seeks to provide recommendations to the local authority by collecting the lived experiences of individuals living in the county, with a focus on their intersecting characteristics and their interactions with LAS. The study aims to understand these perspectives through this intersectional lens to inform its recommendations. This review has confirmed the importance of the study by identifying the limited research on DE within the county. The study aims to make both a theoretical and practical contribution to the fields of digital inclusion, digital exclusion, and local authority services. 

[bookmark: _Toc205639621]

[bookmark: _Toc205639622]3. Methodology
3.1 Introduction
This section outlines the research design, methodological approach, and data collection strategies. The methodology was shaped by the complex and intersectional nature of the study’s key themes, aiming for a flexible and ethical approach when engaging with DE participants. A Pragmatic paradigm is adopted for two reasons: first, it enables the use of a mixed-methods approach, utilising both quantitative and qualitative data; second, it supports the development of practical, real-world solutions that can inform recommendations to the local authority regarding service delivery.

[bookmark: _Toc205639623]3.2 Context of the Study
The world is increasingly reliant on digital technology; as part of this, the UK government has taken a DBD approach, which many local authorities have adopted to provide services (House of Lords Committee, 2024). This has left those who are digitally excluded unable to access many services run by local authorities (Yates, et al., 2020). Steps need to be taken to ensure that this group is not left further behind. This study is focused on a county located in North Wales. The county is largely rural with a predominantly Welsh-speaking population. It also has 23.3% of its residents over the age of 65 (Office for National Statistics, 2022). I am currently employed as a Trainee Equality Advisor; as part of this role, I participate as a member of a committee made up of advocates representing the different equality characteristics found in the 2010 Equality Act. Using this group and connections from it, I will collect direct and lived experience from them to shape the recommendations that will be made. I have previously collected information from these representatives and the groups they represent as part of the county’s 2024 strategic equality plan,
[bookmark: _Hlk205633732][bookmark: _Toc205639624]3.3 Justification of the Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc205639625]3.3.1 Mixed Methods
This mixed methods approach is made possible through the pragmatic paradigm. Pragmatism focuses on practical solutions to situations (Rorty, et al., 2009). In the past, paradigms have been associated with different types of data; however, this has changed, and there is now a different approach, allowing for mixed methods and the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative data to benefit research (Sandhu, 2017; Timans, et al., 2019). 
 
Taking this pragmatic approach allows for a greater understanding of the target groups through both measurable metrics and lived experience, enabling the local authority to fill some gaps in its knowledge of the digitally excluded, which it currently lacks ​ (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020). These gaps include how people access the internet, what devices they use, or informing the local authority about who lacks the tools to get online. Pragmatism will allow for the interpretation of qualitative data and determine how useful it is for creating recommendations ​ (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020).

Another important aspect of pragmatism is that it allows for the combining of the two data types through its foundational structure (Mitchell, 2018; Biddle & Schafft, 2015)​ Epistemology is the study of how we know something, how we come to conclusions through our beliefs and perceptions (Audi, 2010). Pragmatism has the epistemology that it is not concerned with the details of debates and ideas about the nature of reality and truth often found in research, but with a focus on the practical understanding of real-world issues ​ (Patton, 2005). This real-world focus enables practical application, leading to meaningful changes in policy ​ (Maarouf, 2019). 

Pragmatism implies that reality is both subjective and objective. There is one reality; however, there can be multiple perceptions and interpretations of this single reality ​ (Morgan, 2007). The combination of one reality but with multiple interpretations bridges the ontological gap between qualitative and quantitative research methods ​ (Pasipamire & Masuku, 2022). As qualitative data is collected from multiple subjective perceptions of reality, this information can be used to determine the reality of the topic and the group being studied. Once this reality is determined, it can be examined objectively​ (Schoonenboom, 2024)​.  

The approach of using qualitative data to determine this one reality demonstrates that it does not just exist in the mind of the researcher but is formed from the perceptions of multiple people relevant to the study ​ (Maarouf, 2019)​.  Once this reality is determined and examined objectively, quantitative methods can be applied, and the strengths of pragmatism, looking at reality in a practical manner can be utilised ​ (Maarouf, 2019). This approach of using both research methods links together pragmatism’s ontology and epistemology ​ (Maarouf, 2019)This mixed research method is why I have taken a Pragmatic approach.  
[bookmark: _Toc205639626]
3.3.2 Lived Experience 
This study took a pragmatic approach, with lived experience at its core, as this offers several benefits. First, it allows the actual experiences of the digitally excluded to be collected. These experiences would be outside of the designers of digital systems or service providers knowledge. Which would allow for previously not thought  of ideas to arise. Drawing on participants’ own experiences grounds solutions in the realities of the digitally excluded, ensuring that recommendations are shaped around these realities (Muchamore, et al., 2024). Second, it makes people feel listened to and valued, which encourages further engagement in future studies (Sandhu, 2017)​. This could be valuable when the local authority later collects data from these groups.

[bookmark: _Toc205639627]3.4 Methods: Population and Sample
[bookmark: _Toc205639628]3.4.1 Sample Size
Determining the sample size affects the level of precision with which a study can claim that the collected data accurately represents a group (Ahmed, 2024). The sample size should be determined by the complexity of the group and the aims of the study ​ (Taherdoost, 2017). Sample sizes can be too large, presenting statistical implications, as an oversized sample can lead to data saturation, where there is an increased risk of exaggerating issues, something insignificant may appear significant making the analysis misdirected and placing too much focus on less relevant data (Faber & Martins Fonseca, 2014; Ahmed, 2025). The sample should aim to be representative of the targeted population. When conducting surveys in my role, we have typically received a few hundred responses; however, this study will have fewer than that, as the population is smaller than that of the entire county. As an individual, I have fewer resources, so I have less outreach to the community, and the selected population is seldom heard from compared to the county as a whole (Kornbluh, 2023).  Since this study uses lived experience, a highly focused approach to selecting participants was needed to ensure relevance. However Smaller samples in qualitative research also allow for more in-depth exploration with participants so it is not unusable (Cohen, et al., 2007; Subedi, 2021). This study is currently expecting to collect around 20 responses, based on my previous experience. With fewer resources and limited time and budget, this number is realistic; however, it is recognised that a larger sample would potentially produce a more accurate data set (Qualtrics, n.d.; Andrade, 2020). 

In the county, 27% of the population is over 65 and 7.7% have a disability (Office for National Statistics, 2023; Spridgeon, 2024). The group was therefore narrowed further by this intersection, and their hard-to-reach nature could make obtaining responses more difficult (Yates, et al., 2015a). While I had intended to rely on connections from my role, the focus group used was not connected to my job. This was due to a combination of poor health in the original group and location issues. 
There are several reasons this group is seldom heard from. Since the study focuses on digital exclusion, using online tools to collect data is not suitable, as many may lack the skills to respond online. The study requires data from those who are digitally excluded ( Paananen, et al., 2024). Older people are less likely to possess these skills and may have impaired cognitive or physical abilities, which often overlaps with disability and can make participation in research more challenging (Shariq, et al., 2023) Additionally, people living in rural locations are harder to reach, as travel distances are longer and, when digital options are used, internet connections may be poorer or more expensive—often unaffordable for those on low incomes (Nottinghamshire County Council, 2017; Paananen, et al., 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc205639629]3.4.2 Collection Method
This study employs two approaches to data collection and will be discussed in depth over the next sections of the dissertation. The first method employed is a paper questionnaire, chosen for its cost-effectiveness and accessibility for the target demographic which will be further explored later. The second is the use of focus groups, which facilitate the collection of qualitative data directly from participants in their own words. This approach ensures the gathering of firsthand experiences (Mazikana, 2023). Focus groups are also commonly used in council surveys to inform policy, allowing this study to align with existing practices and thus increasing its relevance for influencing council policy (Open Government Licence, 2024). Since this method is familiar to some participants and group representatives it was considered the most suitable for engaging with them. (Department of Leveling Up, 2024), The questionnaires were distributed in paper format rather than digitally, due to the nature of the study. 

Focus groups enable engagement with all organisations represented in the group and open ended questions were asked in a semi structured way, this will also be explored later on (Cohen, et al., 2007). During the data collection phase, the snowball sampling method emerged organically, where participants were recruited through word of mouth. This method has proven effective in communities with minority languages, as it resonates on a more personal level (Adelaide, 2025; Parker, et al., 2020). Although not part of the original plan, snowball sampling accounted for several responses and is recognised as particularly effective in minority communities (Parker, et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc205639630]3.4.3 Collection Methods Limitations
These options are not without their disadvantages. One weakness of questionnaires is that questions may not receive answers and, when they do, may be interpreted incorrectly, which can negatively impact the quality of the data. There are many ways this can be mitigated (Balza, et al., 2022).  The questionnaire was designed to keep questions simple, on topic, avoid overly personal questions, and avoid emotional language to encourage uptake (Kuphanga, 2024).
Another challenge that is more specific to this study and the area being examined is the inclusion of the Welsh language. As this will be many participants’ first language, it may impact their interpretation of the questions. It also means some answers provided will be in Welsh, so these will need to be translated for this study, which presents the potential for issues with translation and interpretation (Qun & Carey, 2024). However, as I am from the area, the cultural and linguistic context of the language is familiar to me (Choi, et al., 2012).
There are weaknesses to focus groups as well. During a group session, it may become more of a performance for the person leading the group and when asked questions; participants may not wish to state their true opinions in front of others (Smithson, 2000). Those with larger or more extroverted personalities may dominate the conversation, limiting opportunities for quieter voices to be heard, which can lead to a poor spread of information in the group’s data (Swartling, 2007; Rutledge, et al., 2023). Other steps that were taken include selecting a neutral location so participants were more open with what they shared (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). Others include, use open questions to encourage discussion, and employing neutral language so as not to sway opinions (Gundumogula & Gundumogula, 2020).  There are also things I should avoid, such as reading questions word for word as this can come across as too formal and intimidating, allowing voices to dominate the research, taking sides, or using jargon (Smithson, 2000; Ning, et al., 2024).

[bookmark: _Toc205639631]3.5 Focus Groups Best Practice 
The focus groups will follow common best practices. In this way, they will be conducted more effectively, and existing methods will be used to mitigate known issues. There are a few basic steps when conducting focus groups to extract the most value from them. The first is to define an objective: what is the purpose of the data gathering, and why use a focus group? The second step is to recruit participants who possess the desired characteristics, ensuring the data they provide is relevant (Krueger & Casey, 2014). The third is to choose a neutral space; the focus groups will take place outside council facilities and in the places that focus groups usually meet, allowing participants to feel comfortable (Office for Health Improvement and Disparities, 2020). There should also be a level of moderation involved when leading a group, ensuring that quieter participants get the chance to be heard, gently managing louder, more dominant participants, and ensuring that the moderator remains neutral (Reading, 2011).  There are also some smaller scale best practices that were followed. The first of these was to plan a list of questions to ask to keep the conversation flowing, but not to read out the questions word for word, as this can come across as robotic and formal (Ning, et al., 2024). Other best practices were also followed: the moderator avoids interrupting participants, and does not aim to fill silence, as that can encourage others to speak (Reading, 2011). 
[bookmark: _Toc205639632]3.6 Semi Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were also used. A semi-structured interview is where a series of pre-existing questions are used to begin a conversation; this allows the study to collect data based on the participants' experience rather than a broad overview of the topic (Adeoye-Olatunde` & Olenik, 2021) This method was used because it allows more leeway to follow tangents or angles that emerge from the conversation, and it helps to keep the conversation focused on the research (Brinkmann, 2020). The study took a receptive approach, where questions are open ended to allow for the participants to speak on their experiences (Brinkmann, 2020). The semi-structured interview method was used when speaking to groups, as doing so on a one-to-one basis could be seen as intimidating or formal and may not allow for natural conversation (Cohen, et al., 2007). Although in two instances, participants did not want to write the answers to the questionnaire themselves, so I transcribed their responses, which allowed for the flow of conversation, and these were included in the 'other comments' box that is found in the questionnaire allowing respondents the chance to share other thoughts the questions asked do not directly address; this was not planned. The questionnaire itself included aspects of semi-structured interviews even though they were mostly completed alone, as the questionnaire gave the chance to share further thoughts. The questions set the agenda but not the nature of the response (Cohen, et al., 2007). 

This method enabled the study to gather data on the lived experiences of participants. The semi-structured interviews used open-ended, descriptive, and probing questions to capture participants' perspectives in their own words and to explore their experiences in depth (Gundumogula & Gundumogula, 2020). Both the questions and the questionnaire were available in English and Welsh to suit the demographic and language of the local area. 
















[bookmark: _Toc205639634][bookmark: _Toc205639635]3.7 Questionnaire 
Figure One, Questionnaire Page 1 (Author Own 2025).
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Figure Two, Questionnaire Page 2 (Author’s Own 2025).
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Figure Three, Questionnaire Page 3 (Author’s Own 2025).
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Figure Four, Questionnaire Page 4 (Author’s Own 2025).
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Figure Five, Questionnaire Page 5 (Author’s Own 2025).
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Table Six, Questionnaire Page Six (Author’s Own 2025)
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3.8 Ethics
[bookmark: _Hlk206695877]This study followed the University of Wales Trinity Saint David ethics guidelines regarding the use of participants’ information (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022). To collect consent, a form was provided for participants to read, review, and sign. Focus groups were attended in person, while some requests were sent via letter. Consent procedures were in accordance with BERA guidelines to ensure they met the expected standards (British Educational Research Association, 2024). In group settings, some participants may provide consent while others may not; however, it is still ethically permissible to include data from interactions between consenting and non-consenting participants, as long as the data is anonymised (British Educational Research Association, 2024). 
[bookmark: _Toc205639636]3.9 Dependability and Transferability 
[bookmark: _Toc205639637]3.9.1 Dependability
This study has used dependability to ensure quality of its data. Dependability involves keeping a record of the data so changes can be tracked and to ensure its accuracy (Korstjens & Moser, 2018). This was applied because, in pragmatic studies, research techniques evolve as the project progresses, allowing adaptation to emerging data and its revelations (Feilzer, 2010). This process ensures the data remains accurate while also enabling the pursuit of new avenues as they arise from participants’ lived experiences. The study has a record of the data and changes made throughout its writing and has broken down its data collection method (Korstjens & Moser, 2018).

[bookmark: _Toc205639638]3.9.2 Transferability
Transferability refers to the extent to which findings can be applied to other contexts (Lincoln, et al., 1985). The data itself will be relevant to the county, so it may not be the most applicable to every place in the UK, such as urban areas, but could be useful for other counties that are similar, such as other rural counties with large Welsh-speaking populations (Drisko, 2025). This lack of transferability is not unusual in qualitative research, as it is not the main focus; this is the case with this study, as its aim is centred on making recommendations to the local authority (Drisko, 2025). However, the methodological process can be transferred to other studies. 

[bookmark: _Toc205639639]3.10 Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc205639640]3.10.1 Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis is the approach of finding themes within data, and  allowing new insights to emerge (Naeem, et al., 2023). The mixed-method research was gathered using the questionnaire and the semi-structured interview with the focus group. The questionnaire collected quantitative data as well as some qualitative data. The focus group was the source of most of the qualitative data. As a mixed-method approach was used to gather data, mixed methods were also used to explore the data. Inductive and deductive reasoning was used: deductive reasoning involves observing existing factors, while inductive reasoning focuses on discovering new factors (Proudfoot, 2023).  Braun and Clarke’s six-step process for thematic analysis was used to analyse the data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  These two approaches were merged, as each theme that emerged from the data was compared to existing research on the topic to examine how it fit with current literature, allowing the study to use the benefits of both methods (Proudfoot, 2023).  Attention was paid especially. to any intersectionality of the experiences to ensure that this was considered throughout  (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc205639641]3.10.2 Quantitative Analysis
Quantitative data was collected using the questionnaire, with a sample size of 12 it does not permit for statistically significant conclusions. However, it can still be utilised when working in tandem with qualitative data which aligns with pragmatic practical approach to research (Morgan, 2017).  This mixed methods allows the data types to be mixed to improve understanding, it is not just about statistics (Morgan, 2017). This is especially true when a study takes a flexible approach to its methodology as this one has (Dawadi, 2021). This will still allow the quantitative study to be used even on its small scale, as it still has the ability to extend qualitative insights (Creswell` & Plano Clark, 2016).  The quantitative data will be analysed by looking for patterns and to see if the support the qualitative data
[bookmark: _Toc205639642]3.11 Induction and deduction
The study incorporates both inductive and deductive approaches to analysis, aligning with its mixed methods approach. The deductive approach begins with existing themes or ideas, and then the data are tested against them, whether or not they were expected (Hayes & Heit, 2017; Barrett & Younas, 2024). Some questions and themes were influenced by existing literature on DE, such as age, impairments, and poverty. The questionnaire’s first questions were shaped by these, such as asking about internet connection, confidence, and income. 
In tandem with this, the inductive approach was also used, allowing themes to emerge directly without these prior assumptions. This enabled unexpected findings, such as deliberately avoiding the use of DT to maintain access to local services, or the impact DT language had on participants’ perceptions of the questionnaire, which will be further explored later. Combining these two approaches allows the study to consider existing understanding and to expand it to fit the local context and to understand its complexities and intersectionality of the barriers. 

[bookmark: _Toc205639643]3.12 Conclusion
In this section, we have seen the context in which the study is taking place. The study will use the strengths of both qualitative and quantitative methods to reach its recommendations and offset their weaknesses by combining the two. This mixed methods approach is justified through the paradigm of pragmatism and its focus on practical solutions. This section also examined the importance of confidentiality and the need to obtain consent for this research. Finally, it explored the nature of its transferability and dependability, as well as how inductive and deductive approaches will be applied to the data. Overall, this section explored how the research would be conducted and the reasoning behind this approach.
4 [bookmark: _Toc205639644]Results
4.1 [bookmark: _Toc205639645]Introduction
This section will cover the results of the questionnaires that were gathered and the data from the focus group, focusing on the themes of impairments, age, poverty, and rurality. It will also examine the intersectionality of these themes. Tables presenting the figures gathered from the questionnaires will be included,  no numerical data was collected from the focus group.
4.2 [bookmark: _Toc205639646]Profile of Participants
During the collection of data using the questionnaire, twelve participants provided responses, offering a small but informative sample for analysis. These participants represented a local socialising group from North Wales, as well as individuals reached through word of mouth; representatives informed their friends and family about the study, allowing some questionnaires to be completed independently and returned later. This process aligns with the previously discussed snowball sampling method (Adelaide, 2025; Parker, et al., 2020).  The study targeted an older demographic, a goal that was successfully achieved. Nearly all questionnaire respondents were aged 65 or older, with seven out of nine being over seventy-five, and one respondent between the ages of 55 and 64. Additionally, I conducted a focus group at a community centre consisting of 12–15 members. While individual ages within the focus group were not collected, the group’s origins as a social group for older adults, focusing on socialising over a meal indicate that most participants were retired and over sixty-seven, with some in their eighties.

Table One, Participants Age (Author’s Own 2025).
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Amongst the questionnaires, there was a more mixed response when it came to the disability question, with seven respondents considering themselves disabled and five not considering themselves disabled. There were no direct numbers for the focus group, but there were people among its members who mentioned disabilities that made the use of digital technology difficult.

Table 2, Participants Impairments and Disability (Author’s Own 2025).
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The respondents of the questionnaire were mostly female, with seven selecting female and four selecting male. There were no responses indicating nonbinary or self-described gender. Within the focus group, every member was female or appeared to present as female.


Table 3, Participants Gender (Author’s Own 2025).
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The respondents of the questionnaire were also overwhelmingly retired, with ten out of twelve indicating they were retired and two indicating part-time employment. This was also the case in the focus group, with most members retired. Details on the nature of their employment, e.g. part time or full time, was not collected 

Table 4, Participants Employment Status (Author’s Own 2025).
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All respondents to the questionnaire that answered the income question earned less than £20,001 a year, with six out of twelve answering that they earned between £10,000 and £20,000 a year. One person answered that they earned under £10,000 a year, and five respondents answered preferred not to say. In the focus group, income was not discussed directly as this was a public setting; however, a few mentioned that the cost of devices and of internet connection meant they were not online.

Table 5, Participant Income (Author’s Own 2025).
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Most participants in the questionnaire answered that they lived in a town, with seven out of twelve indicating this, two living in villages, two living in isolated rural locations, and one preferring not to answer. The focus group were mostly from the town where the community centre was located, with a handful from the surrounding villages. Again, here there was no numerical data collected on this topic. None of the participants in the questionnaire or the focus group indicated that they lived in a city, which was not entirely unexpected given that the county contains only one city, leaving most people to reside in smaller populated places.



Table 6, Participants living location (Author’s Own 2025).
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[bookmark: _Toc205639742]4.3 Age
The responses from the questionnaire often focused on people’s confidence levels, with many feeling that they could not participate in the digital world due to a lack of experience and skills, as they had not been trained and had no education on the use of computers. Many of those who responded said that they had to rely on younger family members to help them do things online when necessary, and many preferred to do things face-to-face as this allowed them to be more independent. Participant Six suggested pamphlets or a handbook that would talk people through the basics of using digital systems. This was a popular sentiment among the questionnaire respondents, with seven out of twelve mentioning support through lessons.
This lack of confidence was again brought up within the focus group, as they felt that they did not have any skills when it came to digital tools. Many expressed a similar sentiment of wanting a class to educate them on how to use digital technology, and they expressed an interest in getting online not just for practical reasons but so they could use Facebook to keep up to date with family and friends.
One person in the focus group said,

“I struggle booking hotels now, as most of them don’t allow you to book over the phone anymore, I have to rely on my son to book it for me.”
                                                                                      Group Member 3

Group Member 3 expressed that they felt this took away their independence. The group expressed how limiting it can be not going online when trying to do everyday activities, such as going away.
Lack of confidence using digital technology was a key theme for the group, with many expressing that they avoided its use because if something went wrong, they would not know what to do or even understand the issue.

“I have tried before but I can’t get it to work.”
					Group Member 6

Group Member 5 agreed with Group Member 6, 
“Every time I go on there, I just get so confused, I have no idea what I am doing and just give up.”
The group also expressed other issues with digital exclusion and concern for the future, that it was only going to get worse, with banks closing and leaving long journeys for older people to do their banking. Group Member 3 said,

“My local branch is closing so now I need to get two buses to get my banking done, or rely on my son for a lift, and he can only go when he’s off work on a weekday, I don’t know what other people who can’t rely on friends and family will do” 
This idea was also expressed by one responder, who mentioned that if certain things changed, they would struggle to find out, such as if the schedule for the local bus changes, or the day the bins are collected.
Group Member 2 expressed that they were too old to learn new things and that it was for younger people who grew up with it and were taught these things at school. This idea of being too old to be taught was also mentioned by four respondents of the questionnaire.

[bookmark: _Toc205639743]4.4 Impairment
The questionnaire had an almost even split between those who considered themselves disabled and those who did not, which will be explored later on. This divide did not reveal a difference in income, with the majority of both groups reporting their annual income as £10-20K.
Another anonymous member of the focus group expressed their frustration at a new way the local authority is taking payments for council tax. They used to phone and spoke to a person to pay, but now they have to speak to a “robot person” to give their details. They found this difficult, as they have a hearing impairment and struggle to make out what is being asked, and they do not know how to get it to repeat itself as they would by simply asking a person over the phone. This issue regarding automated phone systems was also mentioned by others in the focus group, as they struggled to understand automated voices because the options were confusing and limited and didn’t give them the option to speak to a person. They also said that they felt like they were going in circles just trying to talk to someone, and it left them frustrated that they could not contact any company without it. Group Member 8 said that it made them feel isolated, as it was impossible to avoid. From the discussion, it was clear that this was not exclusive to the local authority or businesses in the area but was an issue on a larger scale. It was also expressed by most that if you are not online it is difficult to even find phone numbers for companies now that things such as the phone book are gone, and that they had to rely on family to find numbers online. Group Member 2 expressed concern about scams and their data being hacked, as they had seen it on the news and heard about it from a friend. This was a popular opinion, with Group Member 5 saying that they mostly saw negative things about going online, and had seen that one of the ways to avoid this is to use the official number, but they have been unable to find the number to call, again removing their independence. Group Member 10, who uses an iPad frequently, shared that there are problems even when you go online,

“Even when I look up the number online it can hard to find the right number, no one wants to talk to anyone anymore.”
In the focus group, people also mentioned that they struggled to use touch screens as they have “shaky hands,” making it difficult to press the smaller buttons on a phone. This was also mentioned by a respondent to the questionnaire, leaving them unable to use touch screens. Two of the people who mentioned this had not used a larger device like a tablet to see if the larger display would work. This was also the case for a member who had difficulty with their eyesight, and the lack of actual buttons on phones made it difficult to even dial phone numbers, for services and for maintaining contact with their family, who mostly lived far away

[bookmark: _Toc205639744]4.5 Rurality/ Poverty
Income was a common theme within the questionnaire as well, with four people mentioning that their income was too low to pay for Wi-Fi and a device. One person expressed that there were so many options, and they didn’t know where to begin, as these changed far too often and frequently, so they could never keep up with all of it.
When it came to poverty, in the focus group of between 12 and 15, many expressed that they did not take part in the digital world as they could not afford it. Group Member 5 said that they did not have any internet at home as they had received a quote for it, but it was too much; they lived in a remote location, which made it more expensive. The other members who had not tried larger devices said that they did not see the purpose of them, and that phones were expensive enough; they would struggle to afford a bigger one and internet for it at home. Most of the group appeared to agree with this sentiment regarding the cost of going online.
One of the most prolific things brought up by the focus group was the issue of services moving online, which led to local shops moving online as well, meaning that they had no service, e.g. banks, clothes shop at all or had to travel a long way to access these services, often having to travel over 30 miles to get to any “big shops.” Many expressed that this was expensive and time-consuming, as it often meant a whole day was gone. Group Member 2 said that the closest “big shops” were not the best, and they had to travel even further; their mobility issues made it difficult, and they had to rely on their children for lifts. Group Member 5 said that they would have liked to be able to go online to shop so they could check prices, and again, that they had to rely on friends for this. The majority of the group expressed that they believed things would become worse, and even more face-to-face services would be lost, leaving them more isolated in accessing services they need or want to use, such as travel agents or banks. Group Member 7 mentioned that they felt actively disadvantaged as they could not go online to find better deals and price compare, such as for their mobile phone contract or even holidays. Group Member 3, at this point, again brought up their issues with booking hotels and how they would struggle to use price comparison websites, e.g. for insurance or energy bills, without their support network helping.

4.6 [bookmark: _Toc205639745]Conclusion
Most of the respondents were over the age of sixty-five, retired, and had an income of £10,000–£20,000. The majority did not access the Internet or local authority services through digital means. The combination of the questionnaire and the focus group revealed some common issues regarding access to digital technology.
A major theme among the responses was both the confidence of the participants and their skill levels. Another recurring theme was their education on the topic, with many noting it was not taught in school  and that they had not grown up with technology as “younger people have today.” Some wanted to use digital technology for more than practical reasons, such as managing bills; they also hoped to use it for social purposes. This lack of confidence brought concerns about a loss of independence, as they had to rely on a support network of family and friends.
There were also barriers due to impairments, with digital options not being friendly to those with hearing impairments, poor eyesight, or issues with dexterity. Participants expressed that  reliance on digital technology could lead to further digital dependence as it becomes the main way to interact with services, making it harder to access services they wished to use face-to-face, which would again limit their independence, especially if they had mobility issues and had to depend on their support network.
Many expressed concerns about the cost of accessing digital technology, including not just the initial expense of purchasing a device but also the price of an Internet connection, especially in rural locations. There was recognition that they could find better deals and compare prices online more easily than in person, and that without these digital tools, the cost of living was higher. The data collected revealed that a loss of independence due to a lack of digital skills led to greater reliance on support networks to access essential services.




5 [bookmark: _Toc205639746]Discussion of the Results 
[bookmark: _Toc205639747]5.1 Confidence, Experience and Skills 
Lack of confidence was a theme, which did have a connection to fear that will be explored later. This lack of confidence appeared almost cyclical: a lack of confidence meant they did not use digital technology (DT), and due to this lack of use, they did not gain the experience needed to be confident. This was not just for practical services but also for other uses of the internet, such as shopping or socialising. This was not an unexpected theme as it was seen in the literature review. Previously, it was observed that confidence was significant in older adults’ use of digital technology (Stjernborg & Svensson, 2024), Wilson-Menzfeld et al. (2024) included this in their definition, as it is something that shaped the nature of digital exclusion (Wilson-Menzfeld, et al., 2024). Other research showed that a third of those over the age of 65 did not have the skills to use a computer (Age UK, 2024; Lloyds Bank UK, 2024; Harvey, et al., 2023). This research has primarily focused on practical purposes for the Internet, but others pointed out how older people could benefit from the social aspect to reduce isolation (Sen, et al., 2022; Molala & Makhubele, 2021) Even when access is available to rural places and a connection has been set up, some still do not participate in the digital world due to a lack of belief in their own capabilities. This could benefit those in rural areas, to be more sociable and help alleviate some of the effects of living in isolation, such as poor health (Lei, et al., 2024; Iriss, 2020). The county experiences this as a rural area with an older population, making isolation more likely and highlighting how barriers compound to worsen digital exclusion (Zheng & Walsham, 2021). Isolation is more likely as rurality limits infrastructure, and this may amplify a sense of isolation, especially for those with mobility issues, showing how beneficial digital inclusion could be for the excluded in the county (Welsh Government, 2023; Welsh Government, 2020). This could be expanded in further research; digital support systems could be explored that go beyond just building skills but also foster and encourage confidence. This section highlights how important confidence in using digital technology is and that building confidence needs to be built into initiatives taken by the local authority. 


[bookmark: _Toc205639749]5.2 Fear, technophobia, and bad impressions
The attitude of participants was a significant factor as well. Some were not interested in going online and were content with their current situation; others, however, avoided the internet due to fear concerned about hackers or making mistakes. These anxieties often stemmed from stories in the media and anecdotes from friends and family. This was anticipated, but it occurred more frequently than expected, sometimes even emerging as the main barrier. This fear was noted in the literature review and reflected participants’ statements (Aswathi & Haneefa, 2020).  The idea of fear has been explored in the concept of technophobia which is defined as   a dislike, discomfort, or even fear of using technological devices, (Smrke, et al., 2025).  Such fear can create a divide between nonusers and users, particularly among older people (Nimrod, 2018). This aligns with reports from Parliament and Ofcom, both of which identified fear as a factor reducing the uptake of digital options among the digitally excluded (Ofcom, 2025; UK Parliment, 2024) Notably, frequent digital use was shown to reduce this anxiety  (Nimrod, 2018). This prevailing sense of fear among the group can be explained by their lack of exposure to digital technology. The participants’ unfamiliarity with digital terms was also evident during the research (Raihan, et al., 2025). The intersectional nature of these barriers is clear when considering age and impairments These factors amplify each other. For example, an older person with limited mobility living in a rural location not only faces challenges related to mobility but might also lack access to a nearby digital support network or have a cognitive or sensory impairment that intensifies their fear of making mistakes. Helsper (2021) argues that digital exclusion is not merely about skill or internet access, but is increasingly shaped by the intersection of income, education, disability, and location, which is supported by the data in this study (Helsper, 2021). Ultimately, this fear stems from a lack of experience and understanding—a reality reflected in the attitudes encountered during the research, and future research could examine how trust is improved or lost amongst excluded groups. Future studies could investigate the role of community intermediaries such as local libraries or advocacy organisations in fostering safe and supportive digital environments. Fear must be considered when making recommendations, ensuring that participants have the chance to learn in an environment they feel is safe. Creating policies that target older adults, or the disabled are at risk of missing this compounding effect and not building trust in digital technology.

[bookmark: _Toc205639750]5.3 Digital Language, and a lack of understanding.
Many of the participants did not understand the language used in the questionnaire, highlighting their lack of experience. Upon hearing the topic, several individuals immediately assumed it was not relevant to them. While some misunderstanding was anticipated, it was unexpected that participants would feel unable to contribute, with several apologising for the perceived lack of usefulness in their responses, even though their digital exclusion was precisely why they were included for the study.
As referenced in the literature review, one third of over-65s in the UK do not possess effective computer skills (Lloyds Bank UK, 2024). Other studies have shown that inadequate experience or poor IT skills are major contributors to digital exclusion and resulting inequalities, particularly in rural or low-literacy communities (Fox, et al., 2022) This lack of understanding is also evident in participants' struggles with automated phone systems, which can be exacerbated by impairments such as poor website font choices or hearing difficulties (The Older People’s Commissioner for Wales , 2024; Fernando & Botelho, 2021). The intersectionality of these factors is clear: many did not grow up with digital technology, and some cannot be digitally active due to impairments that make it even more difficult to learn and become familiar with digital terminology. Future research could explore how a simple language standard might improve digital inclusion especially in an area such as this county with two main languages such as this county where Welsh is predominantly spoken.  This lack of understanding makes device ownership less appealing, especially given the associated costs. When implementing policies to support the digitally excluded this lack of understanding and unfamiliarity must be considered to ensure that the digital excluded are fully supported.


.
[bookmark: _Toc205639751]5.4 Cost, devices, and connections
Cost was a common idea brought up, not just the cost of a device or a connection but other items as well. Some mentioned not being able to price compare when shopping, making life more expensive. This was not unexpected, with it being explored in the literature review. There could be more to explore here, as in the focus group income was not directly discussed; this could be due to stigma around the topic, and it can be a sensitive issue, with low income often downplayed in rural Wales. More precise data could allow for greater depth regarding personal circumstances (Doheny & Milbourne, 2014; Tourangeau & Yan, 2007). Van Dijk (2017) explored this, demonstrating that existing inequalities, e.g. income, lead to unequal access to digital technology, which brings unequal participation and reinforces inequality, demonstrating how digital exclusion exacerbates inequality (van Dijk & Jan, 2017). Within the county wages are below the Welsh average and disabled people have lower income than those without a disability (Disability Rights UK, 2025). 18% of pensioners live in poverty (Disability Rights UK, 2025). Rural areas have lower wages than urban ones (Department for Environment Food & Rural Affairs, 2021) This compounds, making it a more significant barrier for local residents and needs to be considered in the recommendations. It may be worth future research investigating the effectiveness of community tech lending schemes or internet subsidy programs. This would shape recommendations as this barrier to entry needs to take into consideration when introducing services through digital means or any policies introduced to reduce the impact it has on the digitally excluded.




[bookmark: _Toc205639752]5.5 Support Networks, friends, family & digital disconnection
Another theme was a support network, with many participants expressing that this reliance reduced their independence, as there was often no alternative. Some were grateful for the support, while others said they felt like a burden. This was anticipated, as it was mentioned early on in the development of the topic by van Dijk and Hacker (2001), and was also explored later by Asmar (van Dijk & Hacker, 2003; Hargittai, 2001; Asmar, et al., 2020). The respondent aged between 55-65 had a very different perspective, as they themselves provided support to elderly relatives, both digitally and in a general carer role, highlighting how age can offer a different experience. Several people mentioned the long distances that family had to travel to support them, not just for online services (e.g., Netflix) but also for face-to-face services in shops or banks. Some mentioned travelling up to thirty miles to shop, whereas this was once done in the local town. These long distances add to costs and time, especially for those with mobility issues. Some said that they deliberately avoided using digital technology to maintain their access to face-to-face services. The concept of Digital Disconnection could be explored here, where someone reduces their use of digital technology for their wellbeing, rather than simply to maintain access; this could be worth exploring in the future (Vanden Abeele, et al., 2024). It can also include those who have no interest in digital technology (Nassen, et al., 2023). This trend has created a market for tech-free holidays and tools to limit use of digital technology. The biggest impact on local high streets and access to face-to-face services, however, has come from retail parks rather than e-commerce so avoiding digital technology to maintain access may be ineffective  (Parker, 2021). A retail park is a place that contains large standalone shops on the edge of town, surrounded by car parks and a large road for driving convenience (Shepcom, 2019). Many people in the area would have to travel a long way to reach a destination that fits this description. These factors of fewer local services and relying on a support network are compounded with the intersecting characteristics of age, disability and rurality, which makes travelling difficult and increases costs. Friends and family may have to travel far to help, further increasing the sense of lost independence or feeling like a burden. Further research into this area could look at this idea of avoiding digital technology and how much of an impact it has on access to local services. Further research could also look at community-based support and if it has been used in other areas and the impact that it had. This would shape the recommendations as it shows that strengthening local support would help alleviate the barriers.

[bookmark: _Toc205639753]5.6 Insider Research and the Welsh Language
The concept of insider research emerged during the data collection process. Insider research is defined as research in which the researcher belongs to the same community as the participants (Fleming, 2018)). In this study, I was part of the same community as the participants, not only as a resident of the county, but also as a first-language Welsh speaker. Previous research has shown that sharing linguistic and cultural backgrounds with participants can enhance data quality and encourage participants to be more open and rigorous in their responses (Irvine, et al., 2008). Welsh was overwhelmingly spoken by participants, though written responses in English were more popular. The use of Welsh was expected, given the area's Welsh-speaking population. While this topic was not addressed in the literature review, it was anticipated in the methodology that both Welsh and English would be used; however, only Welsh was used in the focus group. This warrants future examination, as the impact of language and insider research could have strengthened the literature review (Bukamal, 2022). As a pragmatic study, the research evolved during its writing. The significance of insider research became clear during data analysis, after data collection was completed. As such, its influence could not be retroactively applied to the research question. The study did not focus directly on the Welsh language, as it is a deep topic with many influencing factors; other aspects were prioritised (Matras, 2018; Brouwer, et al., 2024; Farmer, et al., 2012). The recommendations should consider the potential benefits of using locally embedded researchers or community leaders, doing so would improve engagement and help reach authentic community perspectives.



[bookmark: _Toc205639754]5.7 The Welsh Language and a Welsh Community 
Another observation that emerged was that the participants knew one another and were part of the same Welsh-speaking local community. This familiarity among participants could also be seen in their profiles. This was not unexpected, as it was an established group; previous research has shown that such settings can provide a supportive environment that encourages discussion by skipping the introductory stage (Jones, et al., 2018). Especially as all spoke the same minority language. However, there is a risk of misinformation being introduced in groups where participants already know each other, as they are more likely to accept information without question (Sim & Waterfield, 2019). In future research, mixing and matching groups could be valuable for seeing if new ideas on digital exclusion emerge, using this approach as part of the study design. The recommendations will be influenced by this, as future engagement could use this familiarity amongst participants as a matter of its design rather than a concern of potential bias. This helps reinforce the idea that a local context can provide a unique chance to explore DE and that it can shape the outcome of research.

[bookmark: _Toc205639755]5.8 Participant Profile, shaky hands and age. 
[bookmark: _Hlk205722125]Every member of the focus group was a woman, and most respondents to the questionnaire were also women. More of them were retired, and almost all earned £10K–20K; a wider spread was expected. This narrow spread could be caused by the higher response rate from women, with women having smaller pensions due to lower average earnings, part-time work, and caregiving. This may influence results with cost as a barrier (Department for Work & Pensions, 2025).  The focus group being all women was unexpected, but previous research has suggested that women are easier to reach by phone or post, while men are more likely to engage face-to-face (Mulder & Bruijne, 2019). Seven of twelve respondents to the questionnaire considered themselves disabled or impaired. It was observed that these could be barriers, such as hearing impairments or motor skill challenges, like the participant who mentioned having shaky hands that made it difficult to use phones due to their lack of physical buttons. These issues become more significant as people age and will become even more relevant as the UK population grows older (Čajka, 2012; Berlau, et al., 2009).  This high rate could be due to age, or it could reflect differences in how the terms impairment and disability are understood, with disability carrying more social stigma (Salinger, et al., 2023). This is an important consideration for future research, acknowledging how language impacts data and should be considered, especially as the population ages and these terms become more relevant to more people

[bookmark: _Toc205639756]5.9 Limitations
[bookmark: _Toc205639757]5.9.1 Sample Size
The sample size acted as a limitation in this study, with only one focus group and twelve questionnaires completed. There could have been many more respondents who could have offered their insights on the topic. This was expected for a few reasons: one was the timescale and resources, and another was that the demographic is seldom heard from. This acts as a limitation as it provides fewer opportunities to hear about different experiences. It also does not allow for robust statistical data; as noted in the literature review, disabled people have lower incomes than those without a disability, yet no difference was observed (Disability Rights UK, 2020). One reason for this could be related to the fact that all respondents were older, meaning that these disabilities and impairments developed later in life and did not impact their incomes while they were working, and therefore did not impact their pensions as they might have if barriers had existed whilst they were working (Welsh Parliament, 2025). Sample size can affect how accurately and representatively the experiences of the group are reflected, and consequently, how useful the findings are (Lakens, 2022; Faber & Martins Fonseca, 2014; Taherdoost, 2017). However, as a qualitative study focused on lived experience, smaller sample sizes are common (Cohen, et al., 2007; Subedi, 2021). Still, it would have been useful to gather more data to ensure accuracy and to reach data saturation  (Ahmed, 2025; Ahmed, 2024; Faber & Martins Fonseca, 2014; Andrade, 2020),
[bookmark: _Toc205639758]5.9.2 Questionnaire and questions?
The questionnaire acted as a limitation, as many were put off by its formal structure, with some expressing that they felt they did not have the knowledge to complete it. The importance of the way questions were asked was considered in the methodology of the study, but this was focused on the semi-structured interviews and focus groups. As the questions for the semi-structured focus group were based on the questions from the questionnaire, it became apparent during the focus groups that the formality had to be toned down. The way they were asked had to be changed to be more conversational and not to push it too far, as it alienated some of the members, especially as they already felt they were not the right people to answer the questions. In the future, changing the way participants are questioned would have benefits, as the questions should be focused on their experiences and adapt to their answers (Staller, 2022). This would be more nuanced and apply more to their individual experiences (Staller, 2022). Making it more relevant to the participants may make it more interesting, as when people are interested there is a higher response rate and more depth, providing better data (James, 2023). 
 




[bookmark: _Toc205639759]5.9.3 Location, Location, Location
Rurality and where participants lived was a limitation; the population in the county is not evenly spread out and is more densely populated in the northern parts (Woods, et al., 2021). This is where the participants were from; they also mostly lived in towns and villages, with only two residing in a remote rural location. An attempt was made to contact a group in the southern part of the county, but a suitable time for both parties could not be found. Questionnaires were sent, but no responses were received, and digital options were not suitable due to the topic of the study. This has skewed the data towards the more populated north and those who live in towns and does not collect data on the more rural parts of the county. This could mean that experiences of barriers may have differed, such as the cost of a connection, which is more expensive in rural areas (Senedd Business, 2022). A discussion with a group in the south of the county would be beneficial in future research to gather a wider range of experiences, which this study did not have the opportunity to do. There are not only weaknesses in having responses solely from the northern part of the county, but also in the fact that responses were only received from those aged over the age of 55.


[bookmark: _Toc205639760]5.9.4 Age and the Digital Divide
Almost all the participants were over 65, with one aged 55–65. This was the target group, however collecting a handful from a younger demographic could have highlighted contrasts in experiences and the digital divide. The questionnaire stopped at the age bracket of 75 and expanding this may have revealed further differences among age groups. The existing contrast is evident with the respondent aged 55–65: they were digitally active, did not require help, and in fact supported their older relatives. This individual worked part-time but did not provide their income, so there was no opportunity to compare working adults and retired adults in terms of cost, or to examine whether employment helps older adults use digital technology. As noted in the literature review, among those aged 65 and over, one third did not possess computer skills, additional data from this study might have supported that finding (Age UK, 2024; Lloyds Bank UK, 2024). Exploring whether younger people with impairments also face similar barriers as older adults is important, as digital technology has not benefited everyone equally with the digitally excluded not being able to price compare, increasing day to day costs (Lythreatis, et al., 2022). Schnoonenboom (2024) noted that different groups with different characteristics can be used in a mixed methods study so the results can be compared. A small sample of younger adults could be used to compare with older adults and examine differences in experience.

6 [bookmark: _Toc205639761]Conclusion and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc205639762]6.1 Introduction 
Throughout this study has explored, the definition of digital exclusion (DE) and the evolution of the definition for digital inclusion (DI). Previous research was reviewed in the literature review, and the methods used to collect data were explained and justified, employing both quantitative and qualitative approaches and a pragmatic paradigm to unite them within a mixed methods framework. The study then presented its findings, detailing participant profiles and analysing their responses by age, impairment, rurality, and poverty. These findings were evaluated by comparing them to the literature review to determine whether the answers aligned with expectations and assess their influence on the recommendations.
The primary aim was to collect data from the perspective of older adults experiencing digital exclusion within the county, to better understand their experiences and provide recommendations for the local authority on addressing the digital inequality surrounding DE and to answer the central research question:


RQ: What are the experiences and perceptions of digital exclusion by older adults when accessing Local Authority Services? 
This study gathered information from the perspective of a small local community rather than at the national level. The intent was twofold: first, to identify any unique barriers that emerged within the local population, and second, to assess the balance of common barriers to determine the most significant challenges in the county. These recommendations are explored in this section. Section 6.2 presents recommendations for the local authority; Section 6.3 considers the role of intersectionality as reflected in the recommendations and existing research; Section 6.4 discusses possibilities for future research and its potential benefits; and Section 6.5 offers the study’s conclusions and a summary of the recommendations.


[bookmark: _Toc205639763]6.2 Key Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc205639764]6.2.1 Skilling and education
A major theme that emerged through the analysis was the participants’ lack of experience and confidence when using digital technology, which was also linked to fear. This stemmed from several factors: firstly, their age and the fact that they had not grown up with digital technology; secondly, their perception shaped by the media, which often emphasised scams and hackers; and thirdly, a fear of making mistakes. These findings aligned with the literature review, which noted that older people often lack the skills or confidence to use digital technology (Lloyds Bank UK, 2024; Aswathi & Haneefa, 2020). The fear of making mistakes was also connected to how existing systems that provide Local Authority Services (LAS) are not user-friendly (Harvey, et al., 2021). To help mitigate this, targeted digital confidence learning opportunities are required, ideally, drop-in sessions delivered through local authority staff or in collaboration with trusted community organisations, using existing services such as libraries or even third parties. Previous examples have shown that this approach is effective in building confidence and improving digital inclusion (Good Things Foundation, 2023). Importantly, these opportunities should take a bottom-up approach, involving the targeted group in their design and delivery. This would improve the relevance and accessibility of the training, as well as foster ownership and empower those experiencing digital exclusion (Zheng & Walsham, 2021; Good Things Foundation, 2023). Without these efforts, there is a risk that the divide will widen, further marginalising those who are digitally excluded. Building this confidence is key to tackling digital inequality. Linked to this confidence was the language related to digital technology.
.
[bookmark: _Toc205639765]6.2.2 Language 
Another theme to emerge from the analysis was that of language. Participants were dissuaded from answering the questionnaire because the language used was related to digital technology, and so they felt they were not the right people to answer, even apologising for being the wrong people for the study, despite them being exactly who the study wanted to hear from. This was not explored in the literature review, but this complete disconnect demonstrates how far removed these participants were from the world of digital technology. Normally, language barriers are explored from a second-language perspective, and I had chosen to provide questionnaires in both languages to help prevent this. This lack of familiarity with digital language stems from their limited use and exposure to digital technology as a tool  (Anon., 2024).  During the data gathering stage, people preferred to speak Welsh during the focus group but write in English when they did answer the questionnaire. This study recommends that when the local authority interacts with this group, the representative or researcher should be bilingual and able to accommodate both language preferences of the participants. This would hopefully make participants feel comfortable engaging with this unfamiliar subject and, allow them to interact more effectively with the local authority and any initiatives introduced to improve digital inclusion, such as the previously mentioned learning opportunities. Future research could explore how a simple language standard might improve digital inclusion; with regards to the local authority that employs me, there would need to be a standard in both Welsh and English. Designing such standards in collaboration with the target communities would help ensure language accessibility.


[bookmark: _Toc205639766]6.2.3 Insider Research
Rather than a theme that emerged from the data itself, the research process highlighted another recommendation: the concept of insider research. In the analysis, it was observed that insider research helped participants to be more open, enabling the collection of genuine perspectives. This aspect was not explored during the literature review but examining it in future research would help mitigate potential downsides. Therefore, the study recommends that, when conducting research or engaging with the local community, the researcher or representative should be an insider to help participants feel more at ease and willing to share. Employing the same researchers would allow rapport to be built, ensuring that engagement is effective, and the data collected is of high quality.
. 
[bookmark: _Toc205639767]6.2.4 Maintaining Alternatives
A smaller theme that emerged from the data, which should not be ignored, was that some people simply did not want to use digital technology (DT). Some felt that it was unnecessary and did not perceive its value; they preferred more traditional methods and saw DT as too impersonal. This perspective was briefly touched upon in the literature review, where some older people were not interested (Lan An, et al., 2022) On this basis, this study recommends that the local authority continue to promote or use  non-DT alternatives, such as human-manned phone lines, in-person appointments, and paper forms, ensuring that local authority services (LAS) remain accessible in multiple formats to provide equity and choice.

[bookmark: _Toc205639768]6.2.5 Expanding usage.
One aspect that emerged was that some participants wanted to use the internet not just for practical reasons but also for entertainment and social purposes. Some also wanted to use it for online shopping. There were a few reasons for this: one was to compare prices, as they knew they could find better deals online; others wanted it because it allowed them to stay connected with friends and family who lived far away and to keep up with local news and gossip. One member also expressed a desire to use the internet because they struggled to do certain things without it, such as booking a hotel. Both these motivations were reflected in the literature review, which found that digital exclusion (DE) can lead to higher costs from in-person shopping and fewer opportunities for price comparison (UK Parliment, 2023). The literature review chapter also showed that DE can exacerbate social isolation, and maintaining connections online was seen as a way to address isolation (Good Things Foundation, 2023; Molala & Makhubele, 2021; Martin, et al., 2016; Sen, et al., 2022). Therefore, it is recommended that strategies for improving DE should include material that covers not only functional or practical digital skills but also skills such as video calling, messaging, social media use, online shopping, price comparison, and booking services online. Digital technology should be presented not just as a tool or bureaucratic necessity but as a means for social connection and enjoyment. This approach may improve uptake and retention of these skills, making them a regular part of life rather than something used only when paying a bill. Exposing the excluded to digital options more allowing that experience to improve confidence and end the cyclical nature of digital exclusion. 

[bookmark: _Toc205639769]6.3 Intersectionality
This study considered intersectionality throughout, and this approach was taken for the recommendations as well. No single factor is to blame for the barriers that people face when becoming digitally included or when using digital technology. All recommendations are transferable and can be combined, allowing these compounding barriers to be addressed more effectively. Tackling each in isolation would miss the nuance that arises from the combination of barriers. As part of the study’s final recommendation, it would be beneficial to integrate all of the above recommendations as much as possible to offer a layered approach to improving digital inclusion and access to local authority services.
. 
[bookmark: _Toc205639770]6.4 Future Research
This research has shown that the topic of digital exclusion (DE) is multi-layered, with many different angles that could be explored in the future for greater understanding. From the perspective of insider research, benefits could be seen for a small minority language community within the county. Combining what was discussed previously would allow for improvements, such as designing digital local authority services (LAS) while considering making the language simple or focused on explaining jargon, making services more accessible to excluded groups. Comparing rural and urban studies may also highlight local problems. Just as with our recommendations, future research should consider the multilayered nature of the topic. Any future research should consider its approach and ensure that it obtains a full spread of data to ensure full relevance. Most of the members were not digitally active, and cost was a major theme; it is unknown if this was due to gender, employment status, retirement, or other variables.

[bookmark: _Toc205639771]6.5 Conclusion
This study aimed to examine perceptions of digital LAS among the North Wales community, focusing on older adults, people with impairments, and those living in rural areas. It adopted a pragmatist paradigm to provide a functional and practical approach to improving access to LAS. The findings revealed that digital exclusion (DE) is a complex issue, not caused by a single barrier. Participants reported not being digitally active for various reasons, including fear of hacking or scams, low confidence in their skills, confusing language, and poor website design. This demonstrates that DE cannot be addressed solely by expanding access to digital technology; concerns, confidence and experience must be directly confronted. The research also highlighted the influence that insider research can have at the local level. It contributes to a growing body of work calling for an intersectional approach to DE and affirms the need for local strategies to reduce digital exclusion within smaller communities.
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	1 
	Institution 
	 
N/A 

	2 
	Contact person name 
	 
 

	3 
	Contact person e-mail address 
 
	 

	4 
	Is your research externally funded? 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	5 
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship? 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	6 
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity? 
	Voluntary 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	
	Employed 
	YES 
	​​☒​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 

	8 
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)? 
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered. 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	9 
	Has permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation? 
	(If YES attach copy) 
If NO the application cannot continue 
	YES 
	​​☒​ 
	NO 
	​​☐​ 


 
 
Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation 
	10 
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system? 
	YES 
	​​☐​ 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	 
	N/A 
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may be a copy of an email if appropriate). 
 


 
SECTION E: Details of Research Activity 
	1 
	Indicative title: 
	Digital Exclusion: 
Its impact on access to services in rural communities. 
 

	2 
	Proposed start date: 
	01/10/2024 
	Proposed end date: 
	30/09/2025 

	 
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words per section) 
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points below: 
· Purpose of Research Activity 
· Proposed Research Question 
· Aims of Research Activity 
· Objectives of Research Activity 
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain 
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge  
· How it addresses an area of importance.  

	3 
	Purpose of Research Activity 
The purpose of the research is to gain insight into how different equality characteristics are impacted upon an increasing reliance on digital technology to provide statutory services. The council I work for has limited information on this topic and a dedicated study will aim to address this.  This insight shall be used as part of my role within a North Wales council as a Trainee Equality Advisor, providing me with knowledge and data to help shape policy and services to better suit the digitally excluded.  
 
 
The research aims to address three themes related to digital exclusion and their connection to local authority services. The first theme is older adults, the second is poverty and the third is rural communities. This combination will be helpful for a few reasons.  
 
 
Councils across the UK are facing an increasing difficult economic climate​ (Local Government Association, 2024)​, this climate has required many councils to find a 
alternatives to provide services, most often this has been relying on digital technology, however, this can leave those who are digitally excluded facing extra barriers to access these services​ (Cabinet Office Central Digital & Data Office, 2012)​. This is expedited by the local council that I work for having an ageing population and that it is one of the most sparsely populated counties in Wales​ (Office for National Statistics, 2022)​.  
 
The North Wales Council that I work for is part of a collective of North Wales councils that focuses on equality policy, within this collective best practice and policy are shared , this study therefore could help these councils adapt their policy.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	4 
	Research Question 
 
 
What are the experiences and perceptions of digital exclusion by older adults and those with an impairment when accessing Local Authority Services? 

	5 
	Aims of Research Activity 
· To explore the impact that increasing digitalisation has on those excluded due to digital poverty in rural communities. 
· To explore the impact that increasing digitalisation has on those excluded due to age in rural communities. 
· To explore the impact that increasing digitalisation on older adults with impairments who live in rural communities.  
· Through this exploration of this impact what adjustments could be implemented to reduce this exclusion in rural communities 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	6 
	Objectives of Research Activity 
 
· To explore the impact of the digitalisation of services has on the equality characteristics, specifically age and older adults with impairments in rural communities 
· To explore how knowledge of the impact of digitalisation of services on rural communities can improve the way services are delivered and accessed.  
 
Throughout the research activity I will be looking at a North Wales council. It is highly relevant in my job as a Trainee Equality Advisor within a North Wales Council.  The council I work for is in rural area and has a higher-than-average percentage of older people, who are more likely to be excluded from the ever-increasing reliance on digital technology​ (Cabinet Office Central Digital & Data Office, 2012; Office for National Statistics, 2022)​.  Older people are also more likely to have impairments and North Wales is a rural area so these two aspects make it an important area for the local authority to have information on, this study will therefore allow the council to close the knowledge gap on the subject​ (Office for National Statistics, 2023; Office for National Statistics, 2022)​.  With my job I can use this increased understanding to advise those who create policy that shape services and how they are delivered to the public. This advice should make services more accessible and exclude fewer people ​ (Mcintosh & Wright, 2019)​. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words) 
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project. 

	7 
	Research Paradigm: 
 
This dissertation will take a pragmatic approach, pragmatism is a philosophical belief that is concerned with reality and practical solutions ​ (Rorty, et al., 2009)​.  This paradigm has been selected due to its relation to qualitative data, and this research will collect lived experience data in qualitative form to be used as insight for changes to policy​ (Pappas, 2015, pp. 224-225)​ 
  
 
Pragmatism will allow this study to move away from understanding organisations through measurable metrics but also to understand organisations through qualitative data ​ (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020)​ Pragmatism  allows interpretation of the meaning of the qualitative data and determine how useful the data is too meet the needs study’s needs​ (Kelly & Cordeiro, 2020)​. Pragmatism also allows for mixed methods of research​ (Biddle & Schafft, 2015)​, as this study will use quantitative data and qualitative data to reach its conclusion, as this combination helps gain a better understanding​ (Maarouf, 2019)​.   
 
Pragmatism allows for this combination as its underlying assumptions provide the epistemology necessary to bring qualitative and quantitative data together​ (Mitchell, 2018)​.  Epistemology is the idea of how we know something, how do we come to that conclusion through our perception​ (Audi, 2010)​ Pragmatism’s epistemology is that research does not delve into the debates about the nature of reality and is instead focused on the practical understandings of real-world issues​ (Patton, 2005)​. This real-world focus will allow me to take the responses and use it in a practical manner. Pragmatism and its relation to ontology helps establish the mixed research method​ (Maarouf, 2019)​. 
 
 
Pragmatism implies that reality is both subjective and objective, there is one reality and that there can be multiple perceptions of this reality​ (Morgan, 2007)​. This combination breaches the ontological gap between the two research methods​ (Maarouf, 2019)​.  As qualitative data is gathered from multiple subjective perceptions of a reality this data can be used to determine the reality of the topic, once this is reality is determined, it can be looked at objectively​ (Maarouf, 2019)​. This approach of using qualitative data to determine this one reality shows that it not only exists within my mind but from multiple people’s perceptions ​ (Maarouf, 2019)​. Once this reality is looked at objectively using quantitative methods it allows us use pragmatism and its practical approach to reality​ (Maarouf, 2019)​. This approach of using both types of research methods links together pragmatism’s ontology and epistemology​ (Maarouf, 2019)​.This mixed research method is why I have taken a pragmatic approach. 
 
 
Methods: Qualitative  
 
I have chosen to use a qualitative questionnaire; it can allow for both descriptive/demographic and qualitative data to be collected together. This qualitive data can be focused on a particular topic and the reality ​ (Johnson & Christensen, 2014)​. This data can be on people’s perspectives of the topic​ (Strauss & Corbon, 2014)​. 
 
There are limits to questionnaires however, response rates may be low limiting the effectiveness of the data ​ (Mazikana, 2023)​. The questionnaire will not provide the opportunity analysis directly with the participants​ (Mazikana, 2023)​. The questionnaire also may not reveal the underlying cause of someone’s experience ​ (Mazikana, 2023)​. 
 
Focus groups will be used as I will find participants through representatives of the target groups. The target groups are digitally excluded so it is a logistical choice, rather than meeting individual I can meet groups to gather answers, this use of a questionnaire in this way is also a cost-effective way to gather data​ (Mazikana, 2023)​. 
 
There are limitations to this use of focus groups, including that it is in a group setting it may be performance to the person leading the group, or they may not wish to air their true opinions to one, another is that data collected from a group is analysed as a group rather than individually , a third is that some people in the group may become dominant voices and not give the chance for others to speak​ (Smithson, 2000, pp. 103-109)​ I will mitigate these by asking for participants to write down any thoughts that have not been shared by the group yet​ (Smithson, 2000, p. 107)​.  Another way that too mitigate these issues would be to ask certain individuals in the group questions, so they have the chance to speak​ (Smithson, 2000, p. 109)​ 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Location of research activity 
Identify all locations where research activity will take place. 

	8 
	 
The main process for reaching the desired participants will be through connections through a group the North Wales Council hosts, with representatives from all the equality characteristics. This will require me to gain a letter of agreement from the Council to allow me to send out the questionnaires; this is, however, part of my expected job role with the Council and builds on previous projects. This letter will be forwarded to the Ethics Committee prior to data collection. 
 
This will require me to gain a letter of agreement from the Council to allow me to send out the questionnaires; this is, however, part of my expected job role with the Council. This letter will be forwarded to the Ethics Committee prior to data collection. 
The members mostly are representatives of local groups who advocate for their characteristics and organisations, and through these connections I can request permission to speak to the most relevant groups. This will allow me to gather this data, as digital options will not be the best way to gather on digital exclusion. 
 
Sometimes the most excluded are not part of groups such as these, so this is data that is likely to be missed, which would be useful and relevant to this research activity. 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Research activity outside of the UK 
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this. 

	9 
	N/A 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	10 
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available?  
 
	NO 
	​​☒​ 

	
	
	YES 
	​​☐​ 

	11 
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015? 
	 
YES 
	 
NO 

	12 
	A prosperous Wales 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	13 
	A resilient Wales 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	14 
	A healthier Wales 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	15 
	A more equal Wales 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	16 
	A Wales of cohesive communities 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	18 
	A globally responsible Wales 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	19 
	If YES to any of the above, please give details: 

	 
	 
15) This research aims to understand digital exclusion, its influence on access to local authority services, and use this understanding to make steps to increase accessibility and therefore to make Wales a more equal place. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity 
	 
	Will the research activity include: 
	YES 
	NO 

	1 
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	2 
	Use of interviews? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	3 
	Use of focus groups? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	4 
	Use of participant diaries?  
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	5 
	Use of video or audio recording? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	6 
	Use of computer-generated log files? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	Participant observation with their knowledge? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	8 
	Participant observation without their knowledge? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	9 
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	10 
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	11 
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	12 
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	13 
	Use of procedures that involve deception? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	14 
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	15 
	Working with live vertebrate animals? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	16 
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below. 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	 
	Details of any other primary data collection method: 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes). 
 
If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained.  
 
 
SECTION G: Intended Participants 
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H. 
 
	 
	Who are the intended participants: 
	 
YES 
	 
NO 

	1 
	Students or staff at the University? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	2 
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	3 
	Vulnerable adults? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	4 
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required) 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	5 
	Prisoners? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	6 
	Young offenders? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	8 
	People engaged in illegal activities? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	9 
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent. 
 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	 
	Details of any other participant groups: 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	
	


 
	 
	Participant numbers and source 
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited?  

	10 
	How many participants are expected? 
 
	Approx 20 questionnaire participants 
2 focus groups 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	11 
	Who will the participants be? 
 
	They will be members of groups that aim to support their characteristics. I will be looking specifically for age and those with impairments. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	12 
	How will you identify the participants? 
	 
Through these local groups that support these people and representative contacts already identified by Gwynedd council.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
 
	 
	Information for participants: 
	 
YES 
	NO 
	 
N/A 

	13 
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	14 
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	15 
	Will you obtain written consent for participation? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	16 
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	18 
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	19 
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	20 
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	21 
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☐​ 

	22 
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation  

	 
	 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Information for participants: 
	 
YES 
	NO 
	 
N/A 

	24 
	Will participants be paid? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	25 
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	26 
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	27 
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	28 
	If YES to any question, please provide full details  

	 
	 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
SECTION H: Anticipated Risks 
 
	 
	Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them.  
 
If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.   

	1 
	Full risk assessment completed and appended?  
	Yes  
	​​☐​ 

	
	
	No 
	​​☒​ 

	2 
	Risks to participants 
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information 

	 
	Risk to participants: 
 
There is a possibility for some offense to be caused due to preferred terminology, for example preferring impaired to disabled and using the social model of disability instead of the medical model. 
Anxiety could be activated due to the nature of discussion however; this is highly unlikely. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants: 
 
Effort will be made to use and inclusive language and research the social model of disability instead of the medical model.  Efforts will also be made to discuss preference beforehand with the organisation/group leaders.  
 
All participations will be signposted to various organisations which would support them for counselling and support. (this box should expand as you type) 

	3 
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities 

	 
	 
There will be an option for the group participants to answer anonymously and only information associated with the topic of digitisation be required. As the questionnaires anonymous are a personal document there will be no risk of conflict arising within a group discussion that would lead to emotional distress or any fear in critiquing the council.  
Care will be taken not to ask leading questions as it will be a multiple-choice questionnaire with a space to expand on any answer given. To avoid any distress there will also be an option to prefer not to answer.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	4 
	Risks to the investigator 
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest 

	 
	Risk to the investigator: 
 
Potential for risk by going to different locations, both traveling there and danger of conducting data alone.  
 
 
 
As an employee of Gwynedd council there is the risk of conflict of interest. There is a specific aim I to achieve with this data, data may be framed in a manner that supports this aim.  
 
I may be accused of misrepresenting data to fit a perceived agenda as an employee of a political organisation. 
 
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator: 
 
I will be informing my workplace of my schedule and will be discussing visits with professional group/ organisation representatives beforehand. I will also have emergency contacts from my workplace. 
 
One way to mitigate this is to declare this position as an employee. It must be mentioned in the methodology as a bias. 
 
 
To mitigate this, it should be included within the study and the methodology itself so decisions.  
and approaches to the data can be understood which would make interpreting this data more  
 

	5 
	University/institutional risks 
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection 

	 
	Risk to the University: 
 
Misrepresentation of data collected, the institution may be accused of trying to push an agenda itself, influencing the way the data is presented. 
 
 
 
 
 
Data may be mishandled and not looked after, or may not be stored correctly, potentially leaking a participant’s personal data.  
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University: 
 
To include within the study what decisions were made to represent the data in the chosen format. Another way is too try and extend whom data is collected from as much as possible within the desired boundaries as much as possible. For example, including physical and mental impairments. 
 
 
 
Following GDPR, by anonymising data, using a number system for participants rather than full names. The questionnaire will only ask for a range, for example age between, rather than specific ages or dates of birth. I will explain this to participants so they are informed so they can choose what data they wish to disclose to the questionnaire. Paper questionnaires will be stored in locked cabinets until digitalized and they then will be protected by the Gwynedd Council fire wall and IT systems. 
 
 
 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	6 
	Environmental risks 
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems 

	 
	Risk to the environment: 
 
Carbon Footprint, this study will involve going to certain locations to meet participants and involve paper questionnaires.  
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment: 
 
Routes of locations will be planned ahead to time to reduce the amount of driving necessary to reduce the amount of fuel needed. Different groups who are similar areas will be met on the same day to reduce the amount of driving. 
 
To reduce the impact paper has on the  environment, recycled paper will be used and printed double sided, and only printing what is necessary. 
 


 
	 
	Disclosure and Barring Service 

	 
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants. 
	YES 
 
	NO 
 
	N/A 
 

	7 
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	8 
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number. 
	N/A 
This is within my  
work role. 


 
SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality 
 
	1 
	Feedback 
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when?  

	 
	 
A summary of evidence will be given to the group representative to share out. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	2 
	Informed consent 
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation. 

	 
	 
 
The definition of Informed consent that I will be using, is providing enough information to a participant that they can decide using their own autonomy whether they wish to take part​ (Faden & Beauchamp, 1986)​. I am using this definition as it focuses on moral approach rather than a legal one​ (Faden & Beauchamp, 1986)​. This moral approach focuses on the person understanding rather than legal protection for those conducting the study, which is more often used for medical research​ (Faden & Beauchamp, 1986)​.  
 
I will ensure consent from participants in two main ways, the first of these would be to provide a letter, via email or in person or post, if necessary, to the representatives of the groups that outlines the study, its aims and asking for consent to use their members as participants. Once speaking to these groups, I will also explain this information again to ensure that they are happy to proceed. The questionnaire itself will also have a brief description of the details of the study.  
 
I will use the BERA Ethics guide to shape what is included in the email and letter, including how the data will be used and if it will be used in the future, who will access, and the right to withdraw their consent at any point​ (British Educational Research Association, 2024)​.  
 
. (this box should expand as you type) 

	3 
	Confidentiality / Anonymity 
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case.  

	 
	 
Confidentiality is the act of keeping information accessible to only those who have authority to have access​ (Hammer & Schneider, 2007)​. I will ensure confidentiality as it will be stored within the councils IT systems and my files within it. The councils IT system is password protected and has a fire wall; this will prevent those who do not have authority to access it from having access. When I have paper copies, they will be kept on me personally and then stored in locked cabinets until the information is digitised and then they will be shredded​ (British Educational Research Association, 2024)​.  
 
Anonymity is to be unidentifiable, when presented with information the person behind it cannot be deduced from the information itself​ (Wallace, 1999)​. Anonymity will be ensured by not directly asking for information that identifies a person such as full name or address. Data collected that is more personal to the person such as age will be done a scale rather than dates of birth, responses will be numbered  but nothing to tie them to the person who provided the data, as part of gaining consent it will be made clear to participants that the information will be anonymised, any data that is used in the future will be anonymised completely​ (British Educational Research Association, 2024)​ 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage 
 
	 
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)? 
	YES 
	NO 

	1 
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data. 
	☐ 
	X  

	 
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected: 

	2 
	 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	 
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)? 
	YES 
	NO 

	3 
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ – 
(a) racial or ethnic origin, 
(b) political opinions, 
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature, 
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992), 
(e) physical or mental health or condition, 
(f) sexual life, 
(g) genetics, 
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes), 
	☐ 
	X  

	 
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected: 

	4 
	Disability will be indicated in the anonymous questionnaire Qualtrics however, this will not be linked to addresses, names nor email accounts. 
Yes, some of this data will be collected. It will be collected to see patterns among groups and amongst these patterns is there a trend of digital exclusion.  
If this is the case responses in the way services are provided can more accurately be provided and more effectively managed. Where these trends appear is there a way this exclusion be reduced to help them. 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways? 
	YES 
	NO 

	5 
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	6 
	University computers? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	7 
	Private company computers? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	8 
	Home or other personal computers? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	9 
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	10 
	“Cloud” storage or websites? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	11 
	Other – specify: 
 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	12 
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation: 

	 
	 
As this falls within my role with the Council the data will be used to write a final report for the council. As I am dealing with the topic of digital exclusion answers will be provided by paper form.  To ensure that the security of the data, once collected from the participants it will be on me at all times until I can take it to the council offices where it will be scanned onto my cloud filing system within the councils IT system. I am the only one with access for these files and they are protected by passwords and the council’s system IT system. Once this is completed the paper copies will be shredded in the council’s office. Their intranet is firewalled, and the data files will be password protected so that only I can open these files within the council. This will be supported by a letter of agreement from the Council which will be forwarded to the committee prior to data collection. 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 


 
	 
	Data Protection 

	 
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities: 
	YES 
	NO 

	13 
	Electronic transfer of data in any form? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☒​ 

	14 
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	15 
	Sharing of data with other organisations? 
	​​☒​ 
	​​☐​ 

	16 
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	17 
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	18 
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	19 
	Use of data management system? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	20 
	Data archiving? 
	​​☐​ 
	​​☒​ 

	21 
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate): 

	 
	The data will be stored on the councils IT system. Only I will have access to these files. They will also not have specific identifiable details within them only generic information, unless a participant adds themselves as it will not be requested on the questionnaire itself. 
See comments in section 12 above 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	22 
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity: 

	 
	Only myself 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	23 
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity: 

	 
	It will be myself.  
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	24 
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.   

	 
	The data will be stored on the University’s file system and protected by its security and its fire wall. The data will follow the University’s policy on data and its retention period, that it will be stored as long as it is useful to myself and the larger research community, it will therefore be stored for a minimum of 10 years as the data will not be stored in a non-anonymised form​ (University of Wales Trinity Saint David, 2022)​ 
 
 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	25 
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff)  

	 
	 
no 
(this box should expand as you type) 

	26 
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management  see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/  
	YES 
	​​☒​ 

	27 
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding 
	YES 
	​​☒​ 


 
 
SECTION K: Declaration 
	 
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants. 
 
In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/  

	1 
	Signature of applicant: 
	Gwenno Griffith  
	Date: 19/12/24 
 


 
For STUDENT Submissions: 
	2 
	Director of Studies/Supervisor: 
	Caroline Lohmann-Hancock 
	Date: 
27/12/2024 

	3 
	Signature: 
	 
Caroline Lohmann-Hancock 
	


 
For STAFF Submissions: 
	4 
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean: 
	 
	Date: 

	5 
	Signature: 
	 
 
	


 
Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation: 
	​​☒​ 
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form. 

	​​☒​ 
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full. 

	​​☒​ 
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle 

	​​☒​ 
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate) 

	​​☐​ 
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate) ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT 

	​​☒​ 
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice. 

	​​☒​ 
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director. 


 
	RESEARCH STUDENTS AND STAFF ONLY 
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name. 
You will be informed of the outcome of your claim by email; therefore it is important that you check your University and personal email accounts regularly. 

	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader. 


 
This form is available electronically from the Academic Office web pages: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/academic-office/appendices-and-forms/ 
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Institute of Education and Humanities/ 
Yr Athrofa Addysg a’r Dyniaethau 
 
MA Dissertation Approval Form/ 
Ffurflen Gymeradwyo Traethawd Hir MA 
ECGE7002Q/ECED7010  
 
	Student Name/ Enw Myfyriwr 
	Gwenno Griffith 
 

	Degree Scheme/ Cynllun Gradd 
	 
Equity and diversity in society  

	Start date/ Dyddiad cychwyn 
	1 October 2024 
	End Date /  
Dyddiad TBC 
	30 September 2025 


 
 
	Title of Dissertation/Teitl eich Traethawd Hir 
 

	Digital Exclusion: 
Its impact on access to services in rural communities. 
 

	Research Question/Cwestiwn Ymchwil 
 

	· RQ1) How does an increasing reliance on digital technology to provide statutory services to the public within rural communities and the impact upon those who are digitally excluded? 
 

	Aims and Objectives/Nodau ac Amcanion 
 

	· To explore the impact that increasing digitalisation has on those excluded due to digital poverty in rural communities. 
· To explore the impact that increasing digitalisation has on those excluded due to age in rural communities. 
· To explore the impact that increasing digitalisation has on those excluded due to disability in rural communities.  
· Through this exploration of this impact what adjustments could be implemented to reduce this exclusion in rural communities 
 

	Outline of your Dissertation/ Amlinelliad o'ch Traethawd Hir 

	Introduction 
· Signpost to the WHOLE dissertation 
Literature Review 
· Introduction 
· Digital Poverty 
· How does poverty exclude access to digital technology? 
· How does this exclusion impact upon their access to services? 
· Rurality and Exclusion 
· What is it and how does this link to digital poverty? 
· Accessibility: Challenges and Possibilities   
· How does limited accessibility considerations impact upon digital exclusion? 
· What works – examples for practice. 
· How does this exclusion impact upon their access to services? 
· Conclusion 
TBC Methodology and Methods 
· Introduction 
· Focus on rural communities and specifically Gwynedd. 
· Gathered from surveys QUALTRICS provided to the relevant group, to provide lived experience information. 
· A series of SEMI-STRUCTURED INTERVIEWS with individuals who work as representatives or advocates as well as people with lived experience (depending on their willingness to take part).  
· Context of Study 
· Increase in digital technology is at risk of leaving some of society’s most vulnerable people behind, leaving them to access vital services. 
· I am the equality trainee for Gwynedd council, as part of this role I participate as a member of committee made of advocates, from Gwynedd, for the equality characteristics. Using this group and connections from it I will collect direct first and lived experience regarding digital exclusion. I have done community engagement activities before in consulting on the council’s equality strategic plan and have learned from good practice and establishing connections. I also have an established relationship with some charities within the community and have briefly heard of some of the digital issues already, which made me first become aware of the topic and the lack of localised data available.    
· Justification for Methodology 
· Focus on lived experience. 
· From a local and rural source 
·  Both qualitative date and quantitative data can be collected 
· Methods Population and Sample 
· As large as possible 
· Unknown the scale of the response. Will some groups be more willing to respond than others?  
· Methods will be focus group visit and questionnaire.  
· TBC Questionnaire 
· Possible Questions 
· Do you have access to the internet at home? 
· What devices do you use to connect to the internet if any? 
· When you connect to the internet for a purpose of accessing a service do you receive help? 
· If yes, is the person you receive help from a friend, family, or a representative of a support organisation? 
· MORE IN DEPTH QUESTIONS TO BE ESTABLISHED AFTER DISCUSSION OF THE PROPOSAL AND HAVING COMPLETED MY LITERATURE REVIEW TO UNDERSTAND THE EXISTING DATA AND THE COMPARISON FROM CITIES TO RURAL COMMUNITIES.  
· TBC Interviews 
· A series of questions 
· Both set for each group and possibly a few aimed at the group in question. For qualitative, lived experience data.  
· TBC Focus Group 
· A few preset questions. 
· An open discussion to open up to new angles or ideas that could be considered in the dissertation or in later research. 
· There might be two separate lines of questioning depending on what data is revealed from the first set of questions to gain a deeper understanding of issues. There will most likely be more than one visits to groups, one to establish some of the main common issues and another after with more specific questions after an in depth analysis done of the first set of questionnaires.  
· Ethics 
· The use of people’s information must have consent. 
· The standard procedure for gathering information requires consent forms to be received by the university via email or embedded in the Qualtrics Questionnaire, however the nature of the topic means that this is not a suitable practice. I have therefore had to find an alternative to this usual practice to reduce and evade digital exclusion. I will attend focus groups in person and send some requests via letter. 
· Reliability/Validity/Transferability/Trustworthiness etc 
· Qualitative data, may have weaknesses depending on length of replies, giving it limited use as data to back up a point. Although it will be from lived experience so the information no matter the length will provide relevant material. Collecting lots of it will help mitigate if responses are short.  
· Lots of data that reveal if there are common issues, if there are common themes coming though then this improves the validity of the information.  
· Quantitative date will give a better idea to narrow down what I am looking for within the qualitative date. 
· Data Analysis 
· Quantitative data 
· Qualitative data 
· Conclusion 
Conclusion and Recommendations  
· Overview of Dissertation 
· How excluded are these groups? 
· What are the barriers they face in this everchanging world? 
· Do they have shared experience in barriers in accessing digital options? 
· Do they have shared experience in barriers in accessing alternatives to the digital options? 
· Which groups are the most vulnerable and in what ways?  
· Do these groups have access to online services (Gwynedd council as a case study, for example the website’s accessibility?)  
· Then link your Research Question to your discussion.  
 
· Then make Recommendation(s) 
· Adjustments that could be made to make digital services more accessible. 
· What could be done to provide an alternate route to access services without the use of digital technology? Reasonable adjustments and good practices in place before issues arise.  
· If services are currently not digital, if there are steps to make it more digital, should there be a system in place to access alternate routes to prevent digital exclusion. 
 
Reference List 
· Usual practice 
 
Appendices 
· Appendix 1: Proposal Form 
· Appendix 2: Ethics Form 
· Appendix 3: TBC 
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