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Citizens Advice Scotland (CAS), our 61 member bureaux and the 
Citizen Advice Consumer Service helpline form Scotland’s largest independent advice 
network.  Advice provided by the Scottish Citizens Advice Bureau Service is free, 
independent, confidential, impartial and available to everyone.  Our website, 
Adviceguide, also provides the public with up to date information on a range of topics.  
We are champions for both citizens and consumers and in 2013/14 we helped over 
330,000 people deal with over a million issues.  We want a fairer Scotland where 
people as citizens and consumers are empowered and their rights respected 
 
Introduction 
Narrowing the digital divide in Scotland is one of the most important issues faced by 
policymakers.  The internet is a crucial gateway to everyday essentials and is fast 
becoming a modern day essential so ensuring everyone has easy online access is 
vital. 
 
The reasons for digital exclusion are diverse, as the Carnegie UK Trust’s research 
points out, and it is clear that some individuals remain offline out of comfort and 
personal choice rather than necessarily because of circumstances outside their 
control.  However, the findings also reveal that there still are in fact persistent 
structural barriers preventing those that may wish to get online from doing so.  In 
particular, concerns about online ability and connectivity registered highly amongst 
the study’s respondents in both Dumfries and Kirkcaldy, issues that will be familiar 
amongst CAB clients as well. 
 
The internet continues to fundamentally alter how we receive goods and services.  In 
2012, the UK Government published its Digital Strategy1 in which it put forward a 
‘digital by default’ emphasis to delivering public services.  This included an 
expectation by the Department for Work and Pensions that 80% of Universal Credit 
claimants will, by 2017, make a claim, check details of payments, notify changes in 
circumstances and apply for jobs all through a single online account.2

   
 
In addition, the internet continues to be an indispensable tool for consumers seeking 
the best prices for goods and services.  Without access to price comparison 
websites, for instance, consumers may not be able to secure the best deals for 
things like home or car insurance, mortgages or credit cards.  Similarly, a consumer 
without an e-mail address will not be eligible for money-saving add-ons like 
paperless billing that would help reduce their utility or broadband costs.   
 
Taken together, these and other examples add up to what is known as the ‘poverty 
premium’.  This is the idea that low-income consumers, through a variety of reasons, 
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 “Government Digital Strategy”.  November 2012.   

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/296336/Government_Digital_Strat
etegy_-_November_2012.pdf.  
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https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/193901/dwp-digital-strategy.pdf. 
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end up paying more for essential items, and is something that can clearly be 
exacerbated by a lack of internet access. 
 
Because of this ever-growing importance of the internet to CAB clients, CAS has 
taken a special interest in recent years to learn more about their experience in 
gaining access to the internet and determine how able this group might be able to 
cope with the move to online services.   
 
Offline and left behind 
In 2013, CAS published the report Offline and left behind: Digital exclusion amongst 
Scotland’s CAB clients.3  This piece of survey research sought to identify the digital 
access issues amongst CAB clients and explore the reasons why many were feeling 
digitally excluded.  In total, 1181 CAB clients responded to the survey, which 
accounted for 57% of all the clients seen by bureaux in an average week at that 
time. 
 
The research found that the majority of Scottish CAB clients with a benefits issue 
would struggle to apply for benefits or jobs or access the best deals online because 
they face many barriers to getting on and using the internet.   
 
The other key findings of the report included: 
 

 Just over half (54%) of CAB clients had an internet connection at home. 

 36% of respondents said they never used the internet and a further 11% said 
they hardly ever used it.  

 Just 55% of CAB clients had a computer at home.  Of them 40%, said they 
could use one very well.    

 More than two fifths (44%) of CAB clients aged between 45 and 59 said they 
never used the internet, compared with just 26% who said they used it often. 

 Over half (53%) of CAB clients who had an internet connection at home said 
that they used it “often”, compared with just 7% of those who did not have a 
connection at home. 

 Just a quarter (24%) said they would be able to apply for a benefit on their 
own with no problems. 

 A total of 76% of CAB clients said they would struggle to apply for a benefit 
online including 39% who said they could not apply online at all. 

 Nearly three quarters (72%) of CAB clients said they would struggle to apply 
for a job online, with just 28% saying they could complete an online 
application on their own with no problems. 

 Almost half (49%) of those CAB clients who said they would be completely 
unable to complete a benefits application online said that their main barrier 
was that they had never used a computer before.  Another 16% said that their 
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main barrier would be health related, including physical disability (5%) or 
mental health problems (4%). 

 Unsurprisingly, CAB clients in the youngest age group (16-24) were the most 
likely to use the internet often (65%), compared with the oldest group (75+) 
where 75% said they never used it.  However, 44% of those aged between 45 
and 59 also said they never used the internet, compared with just 26% who 
said they used it often. 

 
Digital exclusion amongst Scotland's CAB clients – research results 
 
Internet connection at home, by local authority 
Figure 1 shows the proportion of people with an internet connection at home, by 
local authority.  This shows that CAB clients in Edinburgh are the most connected 
while their counterparts in East Renfrewshire were the least connected. 
 
Figure 14
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Proportion of respondents who have a computer at home by local authority 
Figure 2 shows that the proportion of CAB clients with a computer at home is much 
higher in local authorities like West Lothian (84%) and Edinburgh (77%)  than it is in 
Glasgow and East Renfrewshire (46%). 
 
Figure 2  
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Internet use 

Figure 3 highlights the age divide in terms of internet use, with 65% of 16-24 year 
olds saying they used the internet “often” compared with only 14% of 60-74 year 
olds.  
 
Figure 3 
 

Do you use the internet? (%) 

 Age group Often Sometimes Hardly ever Never 

A
g

e
 g

ro
u

p
 16-24 65 25 5 4 

25-34 50 28 11 12 

35-44 35 28 14 23 

45-59 26 21 10 44 

60-74 14 17 10 59 

75+ 0 19 6 75 

 
 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client aged 65-79 who received a letter 

from her energy supplier inviting her to apply for a warm homes discount.  
Though the client wished to do so, the application had to be made online and 
she did not have access to a computer.  
 

Applying for benefits and jobs online 
 
The research also asked CAB clients “could you make an application for a benefit 
online”? A plurality of survey respondents (39%) said that they would not be able to 
make application for a benefit online at all. The fact that 39% of respondents said 
that they would not be able to apply for a job online is perhaps unsurprising given the 
client profile.  More than a fifth (21%) of CAB clients seeking help with a  benefits 
issue are unemployed and 37% are unable to work because of ill health or disability. 
 
Figure 4 – Could you make an application for a benefit online? 
 

 
 

On my own, 
no problem, 

24% 

On my own, 
10% 

With help, 
27% 

Not at all, 39% 
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 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who wished to lodge a new claim 
for tax credits only to be told by HMRC that he must go online and answer an 
initial set of questions to determine eligibility.  The client was informed that 
only after this stage was complete could a claim pack be issued depite the 
fact that the client has no access to a computer and was not computer literate. 
 

 A North of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had been laid off from his 
seasonal job as a landscape gardener who had sought advice from his local 
Jobcentre for assistance in making a Jobseekers Allowance (JSA) application.  
He was turned away and told that JSA applications must be done online.  The 
client had no computer and no IT skills and turned to his local CAB for help.   

 
Figure 5 – Could you apply for a job online? 
 

 
 

 An East of Scotland CAB reports of a client who sought help with becoming 
computer literate as he was unable to meet his Universal Credit claimant 
commitment to search for jobs online because his computer skills were poor.  
His local Jobcentre believed he was a good candidate for an IT course to 
enhance his skills but after two weeks of waiting, the client hadn’t heard 
anything more about this.  The client had then been told by Jobcentre staff 
that he was in danger of losing his benefit if he had not improved his IT skills 
and demonstrated that he was looking for work. The client was extremely 
anxious that he will be sanctioned. 
 

 A West of Scotland CAB reports of a client who had continuously been 
sanctioned due to the fact that he had poor IT skills and therefore unable to 
complete required online job searches.  The client did not have enough 
money to live on and was subsisting on hardship payments.  

 
  

On my own, no 
problem, 28% 

On my own, with 
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With help, 23% 

Not at all, 39% 
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Barriers 

The table below shows the different barriers named by respondents and the 
proportion citing each one as a difficulty for them in accessing or using the internet to 
apply for jobs or benefits.  
 
Figure 65  
 

All difficulties % 

Never used a computer 30 

Confidence/ability to use computer/internet 14 

Need someone to help 13 

Don't have a computer 11 

Benefit application process too complex 7 

Other health issue 7 

Physical access (i.e. bus to library) 5 

Cost 5 

Mental health issue 4 

Literacy issues 3 

Benefit application anxieties (i.e. fear of getting it wrong) 3 

Physical disability 3 

Technical issues (ie slow connection, lack of reception) 3 

English not first language 2 

Not interested 2 

Don't have internet 1 

Security worries 1 

 
The table below shows that the biggest barrier across all but one age group was 
never having used a computer.  For those aged 16-24, the biggest barrier to applying 
for jobs and benefits online was not having a computer. 
 

Age group Main barrier % 

16-24 don't have a computer 24 

25-34 Never used a computer 18 

35-44 Never used a computer 22 

45-59 Never used a computer 38 

60-74 Never used a computer 45 

75+ Never used a computer 64 
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Recommendations 
Taking the findings of the Offline and left behind report as a whole, CAS would like to 
see the following actions carried out by both the UK and Scottish governments. 
 

 That the UK Government should ensure that anyone, regardless of age, ability 
or location, has free access to computers and the internet.   
 

 The Scottish and UK Governments should work together to ensure that a 
broad programme of free and accessible training and ongoing support on 
computers and internet use is made available to all who need it, regardless 
of age, ability or location. 
 

 The Scottish Government should ensure that infrastructure investment is 
coordinated in a way that ensures that broadband roll out, public access and 
public transport work together to ensure that as many barriers as possible are 
removed for people who wish to access the internet.  
 

 The Scottish Government should undertake a mapping exercise, in 
conjunction with local authorities, and other public institutions such as further 
education colleges, to identify points where members of the public can access 
the internet and get support to use it.  

 
Those who have few digital access routes should not be unduly penalised, especially 
if this means marginalised members of society are prevented from accessing the 
very services they rely upon.  We believe these recommendations offer a way 
forward to remedy the digital exclusion felt by many CAB clients.  
 
Conclusion 
The internet can have a hugely positive impact on the lives of those who are able to 
use it. Internet access impacts upon people’s ability to access an increasingly wide 
array of products and services, from benefits and jobs to cheaper consumer 
products.  Ensuring internet access therefore is quickly progressing from a luxury to 
an urgent necessity, of equal importance to other utilities like heating and electricity. 
 
The Carnegie UK Trust’s research report makes a very constructive contribution to 
our understanding of the drivers behind digital exclusion and it is clear that the 
reasons many individuals remain offline are complex, with both personal preference 
and larger structural barriers playing a role.  However, CAS remains concerned that 
too many vulnerable Scots will be left behind with little support to learn how to cope 
with an online world with which they may be unfamiliar. 
 
This issue of digital exclusion is one of great importance and something that should 
rightfully be at the head of the political debate. 
 


