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Research Proposal

[bookmark: _heading=h.wan03ptlrsyx]Research Proposal
[bookmark: _heading=h.9w0vsr2mnc3w]Title
Digital Exclusion as a Social Inequality: A Scoping Review of Its Impact on Health and Social Wellbeing
[bookmark: _heading=h.e5s6p6mrgspo]Review Question
What evidence exists within peer-reviewed literature regarding digital exclusion as a social inequality, and how does it affect health, access to services and social wellbeing?
[bookmark: _heading=h.ayq2j5tqbnlq]Objectives
This scoping review aims to:
· Identify the social, economic and geographical factors associated with digital exclusion.
· Examine the impact of digital exclusion on health, education and access to public services.
· Explore strategies that have been proposed to reduce digital inequalities.
· Identify gaps in the current evidence to inform future research, policy and professional practice.
[bookmark: _heading=h.b5koe3yxc4m]Rationale
Digital technology has become increasingly important for accessing healthcare, education, employment and public services. However, not everyone has equal access to digital resources, resulting in digital exclusion becoming an important social inequality. Individuals who experience poverty, disability, older age or rural isolation are disproportionately affected by limited access to digital technologies, digital skills and reliable internet connectivity.
Walker (2019) argues that digital technology exclusion reinforces existing rural inequalities by limiting access to healthcare, education and other essential services. As more services are delivered online, people living in rural and disadvantaged communities face increasing barriers to participation, leading to poorer health and social outcomes. This highlights that digital exclusion is not solely a technological issue but also a significant social determinant of inequality.
Livingstone and Helsper (2007) further suggest that digital exclusion extends beyond access to devices and internet connectivity. Their research demonstrates that digital inclusion also depends on digital literacy, confidence and the ability to engage meaningfully with online information and services. Consequently, simply providing internet access is insufficient to eliminate digital inequalities.
Similarly, Middle and Welch (2023) found that digital exclusion reduced access to healthcare among people living with severe mental illness. Participants reported difficulties using digital health services because of limited digital skills, poor access to technology and low confidence. Although the study focused on adults with severe mental illness, its findings demonstrate how digital exclusion can exacerbate health inequalities among vulnerable populations. A scoping review is therefore appropriate because it allows researchers to map the breadth of existing evidence across multiple disciplines, identify key themes and highlight gaps in knowledge rather than evaluating the effectiveness of a single intervention.
[bookmark: _heading=h.dzg8et9ikn8m]Methods
This study will adopt the five-stage scoping review framework proposed by Arksey and O'Malley (2005) and refined by the Joanna Briggs Institute (Peters et al., 2020). Searches will be conducted in CINAHL, PubMed, Scopus and Google Scholar using keywords including digital exclusion, digital inequality, digital inclusion, health inequalities, social exclusion, rural communities and access to healthcare. Peer-reviewed primary and secondary studies published in English between 2015 and 2025 will be included. Following title, abstract and full-text screening, data will be extracted and analysed thematically to identify common barriers, impacts and interventions associated with digital exclusion as a social inequality.
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