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Digital Skills and Literacy

For participation and 
empowerment
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(Helsper, Schneider, Van Deursen & Van Laar, 2021 )

Critical  knowledge: Literacy



Inequalities in information navigation and critical literacy 
(for passive participation)
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Inequalities in digital self-confidence and skill levels

DiSTO NEETs  (Helsper & Smirnova, 2016)
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Digital Content 
and Engagement

For participation and 
empowerment
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Inequalities in formal and informal civic engagement

Serbia

Czechia

Estonia
France

Sweden

Belgium

Austria

Montenegro

Croatia Poland

Finland

Slovakia

Lithuania

Luxembourg

Germany

Romania

Iceland

Hungary
Portugal

Spain

Malta Latvia

Bulgaria

North Macedonia

Ireland

Norway

Denmark

Italy

Greece

Albania

Netherlands

CyprusSlovenia

R² = 0.5535

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

40 50 60 70 80 90 100

Fo
rm

al
 p

as
si

ve
 p

o
lit

ic
al

 p
ar

ti
ci

p
at

io
n

   
   

 
(%

 u
n

d
e

rt
o

o
k 

ac
ti

vi
ti

e
s 

Informal  passive political participation (% undertook activities)
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Participation and 
empowerment

Outcomes of the 
digitisation of 
everyday life
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Inequalities in empowerment and influence

Priya:
“if someone’s got an opinion, like a political 

opinion or an opinion
about human rights, you can’t squash it but 

there’s a way in which they can say it that would 
perhaps not be off putting to people like me” 



Inequalities in silencing, alienation and segregation

Critical knowledge

Functional SkillsSocio-economic 

status

Socio-cultural 

marginalisation

Carol:
“‘The only people on my 

Facebook
and WhatsApp are people 
that I know, have gone to 
school with, people that 

I’ve been with, people that 
I talk to all the time, stuff 

like that.’”

Junwen:

“The positive side is that 
it allows someone [like 
me] to start to explore 
tentatively, in a world 

that is full of 
discrimination, to get to 

know people that are like 
me bit by bit, earn the 

trust”



Intersectional inequalities in participation
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(Van Deursen, Helsper, & Schneider, under review)
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Participation
Municipal digitisation relates to general 
uses of municipal websites:
• Higher individual SES is positively, 

and higher municipal wealth is 
negatively associated with all types 
of municipal website use.

• Living in a poorer digitised 
municipality is positively associated 
with all types of municipal website 
use for lower SES individuals. More 
so than for high SES individuals.

Empowerment
Individual and spatial measures of 
socioeconomic status (SES) relate 
differently to Online Political Efficacy 
(OPE):
• Living in a wealthier municipality is 

negatively associated with OPE.
• This negative association is strongest 

among individuals with lower SES.
• For those with higher SES, the 

municipality they live in matters less.

Municipal Wealth

Municipal Wealth

Local digital context and civic engagement

(Fierro, et al 2025)



Social digital context and political participation

• Tightly knit communities with strong internal bonds solidified 
online (bonding capital) foster environments conducive to the 
spread of populist or nationalist ideologies

• Diversity and cross-class interactions online (economic 
connectedness/ bridging social capital) mitigate antisystem 
sentiments by fostering understanding and collaboration across 
social divides.

• Regions that have faced prolonged economic downturns see the 
reinforcing effects of bonding social capital exacerbating support 
for populist leaders

(Fierro, et al 2025)



All together? Who benefits where?

• Historical inequalities in literacy, participation and empowerment 
shape who (can) participates and in which ways online. 

→ Digital inequalities cannot be seen as separate from structural 
inequalities 

• It is important to distinguish different types of digital participation and 
look at how the experiences of these types of participation shape 
outcomes in terms of empowerment and civic participation.

→Consequences cannot be derived from use.
• Where people live and who they interact with (online) makes a 

difference in terms of how inequalities at the individual level express 
themselves. Digitisation can create or restrict opportunities depending 
on the characteristics of the individual living in these communities. 

→Digital inequalities cannot be understood at the level of the individual.
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