



Executive Summary
The "Our Neighbourhood" Digital Support Project, an initiative spearheaded by Swansea Council for Voluntary Service (SCVS) in collaboration with Digital Communities Wales, seeks to mitigate the digital divide by offering individualised digital literacy assistance to marginalised populations in Swansea. This project tackles the urgent demand for digital competencies, especially among senior citizens, economically disadvantaged populations, and persons vulnerable to social isolation. The project enhances participants' confidence in utilising technology to access important services, foster connections, and cultivate self-reliance through personalised support, volunteer participation, and community-led empowerment.
The project's initiatives are focused on asset-based community development (ABCD), highlighting local resources and volunteer training to guarantee sustainability. Nonetheless, obstacles including restricted technological access, varying levels of digital proficiency, and volunteer attrition hinder advancement. To address these challenges, proposals encompass improving technological accessibility via partnerships, augmenting volunteer support networks, creating community-based learning hubs, and instituting continuous feedback mechanisms.
The "Our Neighbourhood" project exemplifies a sustainable framework for digital inclusion that empowers individuals and cultivates community resilience. The project fosters long-term social inclusion, connectedness, and community development by providing participants with important digital skills.


Introduction
As technology becomes more integrated into everyday life, digital literacy has become a crucial ability, especially for accessing services, connecting with others, and staying informed. However, a digital divide still exists, leaving marginalised populations without the digital literacy required for full engagement in society. The "Our Neighbourhood" Digital Support Project, run by the Swansea Council for Voluntary Service (SCVS) and funded by Digital Communities Wales, seeks to bridge this gap by providing personalised digital support. This paper examines the project through the lens of a community development framework, highlighting methods, community engagement, and sustainability while also recognising obstacles and suggesting areas for improvement. This analysis, which is based on asset-based community development (ABCD) literature, focusses on how digital literacy may empower individuals, encourage resilience, and help Swansea become a more inclusive community.
Understanding Swansea's Community Context
Communities are diverse and dynamic, shaped by elements such as ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and age. In Swansea, these inequalities influence people's access to and comfort with technology. Older folks, the economically underprivileged, and those with minimal formal education are more likely to face digital isolation. According to McKnight and Kretzmann (1993), effective community development begins with recognising community assets and mobilising them to meet common needs. The "Our Neighbourhood" project takes an asset-based strategy, intending to use community resources and volunteers to foster digital literacy from within. This technique is consistent with research showing that communities are more resilient and empowered when they build on their existing strengths (McKnight & Kretzmann, 1993).

Project Objectives & Goals.
The "Our Neighbourhood" Digital Support Project aims to accomplish three important goals:
· Improve Digital Literacy: By giving hands-on assistance, the project hopes to empower people to use internet services, communicate digitally, and access critical information and healthcare resources.
· Promote Social Inclusion: Digital literacy reduces social isolation by allowing marginalised people to connect with others and feel more integrated into their communities.
· Foster Community Resilience: The project aims to eliminate digital fear and foster independence in technology use, resulting in a more self-sufficient and resilient community.
The emphasis on digital literacy as a strategy of community development is consistent with the strategic planning ideas described by McNair (1989). By providing community members with the skills, they need to navigate the digital world, the project promotes social inclusion, connection, and long-term resilience.
Methodologies and Approaches for the "Our Neighbourhood" Project
The project's techniques are based on ABCD principles, which emphasise community-led growth, volunteer-driven assistance, and flexibility in meeting various requirements. The following are some of the primary approaches used by the initiative to promote digital literacy and community development.
· One-on-One Digital Support: One of the key components of the "Our Neighbourhood" project is giving one-on-one assistance to community members, particularly those who have little to no experience with digital technology. Personalised help enables volunteers to focus on everyone’s learning speed and requirements, which is critical for confidence development. According to the Ontario Healthy Communities Coalition (2001), such individualised approaches build trust and make participants feel valued, which improves learning results. This personalised support is especially useful in a town like Swansea, where citizens' digital proficiency varies greatly.
· Volunteer Engagement and Training: Volunteers are an important element of the initiative, and many have a natural aptitude for technology. Volunteers receive extensive training that incorporates technical skills as well as effective communication approaches. As Muegge and Ross (1994) point out, volunteers are the heart of community organisations; they offer passion, dedication, and a shared sense of purpose, all of which are required to create a supportive atmosphere. The project's training not only provides volunteers with digital skills, but also enables them to serve as mentors, assisting others in developing confidence and independence in their use of technology.
· Community-Led Empowerment: By actively engaging community people, the project fosters a collaborative approach to digital literacy. This is consistent with Rowan, Torrible, and Turner's (1994) proposals for collaborative action and local engagement in sustainable development. This strategy transforms participants into active learners and contributors, rather than passive users of assistance. As community members improve their digital skills, they may begin to assist others, resulting in a chain reaction of mutual support and shared learning. This model improves the social fabric, increasing the community's resilience to future difficulties.
· Remote and Accessible Support Options: Recognising the importance of inclusion, particularly for people with mobility issues or health concerns, the initiative provides remote assistance by phone. This strategy became especially important during the COVID-19 pandemic, ensuring that people could continue to get help from the safety and comfort of their own homes. Shields (1994) emphasises the need of accessibility in community services, especially during times of crisis, stating that adaptive services are essential for reducing barriers and increasing participation.
Behavioural Change Strategies in Digital Literacy Support.
The project employs many cores behavioural change tactics to encourage community members to embrace digital literacy, with a focus on empowerment, social connection, and gradual familiarisation with technology.
· Empowerment and Independence: Empowerment is central to the initiative, since it aligns with McKnight and Kretzmann's (1993) ABCD framework, which emphasises drawing on community strengths to achieve long-term transformation. By teaching participants critical computer skills, the project promotes independence and lowers reliance on outside assistance. According to the Ontario Premier's Council on Health, Well-being, and Social Justice (1994), empowerment in health and social services promotes resilience because people who are confident in their skills are more likely to participate actively in their communities.
· Social Learning and Connection: Digital literacy can greatly minimise social isolation by enabling people to communicate with family, friends, and community members. Social learning theory suggests that people learn more efficiently in collaborative contexts where they may exchange experiences and learn from one another (Piette, 1990). The project promotes this type of learning by instilling a sense of community in participants and volunteers, which not only improves individual learning but also fosters social relationships.
· Reducing Digital Anxiety with Supportive Learning: Digital anxiety is a typical hurdle, especially among older persons who are uncomfortable with technology. According to the Ontario Prevention Clearinghouse (1991), addressing people's worries about utilising technology is critical in any community program that teaches new skills. Volunteers assist participants in progressively building confidence by delivering step-by-step instructions, reducing fear, and creating a safe learning atmosphere. This calm and sympathetic approach alleviates concerns and promotes a more positive attitude towards technology.
· Individualised Support: Each participant in the "Our Neighbourhood" project embarks on a unique digital adventure. Sullivan (1991) emphasises the necessity of personalised approaches in health promotion, which also applies to digital literacy. By addressing specific issues and giving patient, personalised guidance, volunteers enable participants to learn at their own pace, making digital skills more accessible and lowering the possibility of overwhelming.
Challenges and Barriers to Project Success.
While the project has had tremendous success, it still confronts major problems in meeting its objectives and maintaining its influence.

· Limited Access to Technology: Although the project focusses on digital literacy, many community members, particularly those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, continue to lack access to modern technology and reliable internet. This technological barrier inhibits participants' ability to fully connect with digital resources, emphasising the need of partnerships that provide affordable gadgets and internet access. According to Quick (1992), adequate access to technology and infrastructure is a critical component of long-term digital literacy programs.
· Volunteer Retention and commitment: Volunteers are critical to the project's success, but maintaining long-term commitment can be difficult. The risk of volunteer burnout is high, especially considering the difficulties of providing individualised care. Muegge and Ross (1994) emphasise the importance of volunteer recognition, feedback, and opportunity for skill growth in retaining motivated persons. Regular gratitude events, feedback sessions, and skill-building courses could help volunteers avoid burnout and stay motivated.
· Addressing Technology Stigmas: For some older persons, the stigma of using technology may impede them from fully engaging. According to the Ontario Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Rural Affairs (n.d.), removing such stigmas takes sensitivity and tenacity, as well as messages emphasising the benefits of digital literacy for personal freedom, social connectedness, and access to critical services. To address this barrier, the project might showcase positive tales of community people who have effectively adopted technology, thereby providing relatable examples of success.

· Diverse Levels of Digital Proficiency: The large variation of digital literacy levels in the community presents a problem, necessitating a flexible and adaptable approach from volunteers. Strategic planning for community development emphasises responsiveness to a wide range of needs (1994). To better serve participants at varying levels of digital proficiency, the initiative should explore developing a tiered support system that includes beginning, moderate, and advanced learning pathways.
Evaluation of Community Development and Sustainability
The "Our Neighbourhood" project exhibits a dedication to community-driven development by emphasising empowerment, resilience, and social inclusion. This method is consistent with the ABCD paradigm described by McKnight and Kretzmann (1993), which promotes community resilience by utilising local assets and encouraging mutual support.
The project's long-term impact
The project's long-term goal is to create a self-sufficient, digitally literate community. According to Sullivan (1991), sustained community health efforts must provide persons with the necessary skills for independence. By developing digital skills, the project minimises reliance on external assistance and encourages participants to become active members of their communities. As a result, digital literacy becomes a long-term communal asset that promotes social connection, resource access, and a higher quality of life.
Conclusion and Recommendation
The "Our Neighbourhood" Digital Support Project is a successful model for bridging the digital divide and cultivating an inclusive community. The project's emphasis on one-on-one support, volunteer participation, and community empowerment makes it a vital resource for people facing digital isolation. To maximise the project's impact, numerous recommendations can be made:
· Increase technology Accessibility: Collaborating with local organisations to provide inexpensive devices and internet connections could assist ensure that digital literacy efforts are not hampered by technology constraints.
· Increase Volunteer Recruitment and Retention: To avoid volunteer fatigue, diversify recruitment channels and implement a structured volunteer recognition program that includes gratitude events and skill-building workshops.
· Create Community Learning Hubs: Creating physical venues for digital access and support would promote social learning while also providing a welcome setting for people who may struggle with technology at home.
· Implement feedback mechanisms for program improvement. Gathering regular feedback from participants and volunteers would enable the project to adapt to community needs, increasing its relevance and effectiveness.







References 
COSLA. (1998). Focusing on citizens: A guide to approaches and methods. Dundee City Council. Retrieved from http://www.dundeecity.gov.uk
Hussain, M. M. (2023). Empowering communities: A comprehensive guide to community development. Federal Urdu University of Arts, Science & Technology.
McKnight, J., & Kretzmann, J. (1993). Building communities from the inside out: A path towards finding and mobilizing community assets. Chicago: Centre for Urban Affairs and Policy Research.
McNair, D. (1989). Strategic Planning for Development Educators. Port Alberni, B.C.: Canadian Council for International Co-operation.
Muegge, J., & Ross, N. (1994). Volunteers: The Heart of Community Organizations. Ontario Ministry of Agriculture and Food.
Piette, D. (1990). Community participation in formal decision-making mechanisms. Health Promotion International, 5(3), 187-197.
Quick, T. L. (1992). Group problem solving and decision making. In Successful Team Building. New York: Amacom.
Queensland Health. (2002). The methods manual: Engaging communities in participatory action research. Southport Public Health Services.
Rowan, E., Torrible, L., & Turner, S. (1994). Green Communities: A Guide to Acting. Toronto: The Conservation Council of Ontario.
Strategic Planning for Community Development (1994). Winning Through Participation. Toronto: PEOPLEnergy and The Canadian Institute of Cultural Affairs.
Sarantakos, S. (1998). Social research (2nd ed.). Macmillan Education Australia.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/community-development-handbook/community-development-handbook
https://www.scvs.org.uk/ona

