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Executive summary

We welcome the efforts by the Queensland Government to understand the potential
for digital inclusion policy, programs and services to address social isolation and
loneliness in Queensland. Our research shows that:

o Digital inclusion is critical for developing and maintaining social connectedness,
reducing isolation, and enabling Queenslanders from all parts of the State to fully
participate in society.

o In order to address social isolation and loneliness, the Queensland Government
should invest in programs and services that increase digital connection, access,
and literacy.

o To avoid further isolating already vulnerable Queenslanders, any programs,
practices and policies aimed at addressing social isolation and loneliness must
be accompanied by support for access, affordability, or digital skills, where
needed.

The Digital Inclusion Program at the DMRC is currently involved in a range of projects
relevant to improving digital inclusion in Queensland. We are eager to share our
insights as these projects progress, and welcome any opportunities to engage further
with the Queensland Government on issues relating to digital inclusion and
participation.

Digital inclusion and the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic has highlighted the increasingly important role that digital
media plays in connecting people with their friends and family.! With restrictions
limiting opportunities to travel and interact with others face-to-face, digital media has
been the “primary mode of socialising” for many Australians.? Meanwhile, as many
services were moved online, Australians without access to an internet connection,
devices or the required digital skills lost many day-to-day social interactions that kept
them connected to their families and communities.

Digital inclusion, social isolation and loneliness

It is well-established that low levels of digital inclusion increase the risks of social
isolation and loneliness.?® Without access to, and the skills to use, digital technologies,
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Queenslanders are prevented from participating fully in social and economic life.*
Beyond the pandemic, the digital transformation of many social and government
services risks widening the already deep divides between those with the access and
skills to use technology and those without.®

On the flipside, strong digital inclusion can help overcome geographical and social
isolation. Having access to affordable, reliable internet, and possessing appropriate
digital skills, can help Queenslanders living remotely or in the regions to overcome
isolation by helping them to stay up to date with community happenings, conduct
business, access education, and participate both socially and economically.®

Policy implications

To reduce social isolation and loneliness, the Queensland Government must invest
in programs that improve digital connection, access and literacy. Communities
need people and facilities to assist in the development and transfer of digital skills.
One promising strategy is to link “digital skills and activities to broader social
infrastructure,” such as libraries and community groups.’ Services and activities that
keep people connected offline can also help encourage digital inclusion, as they have
increasingly digital components. For example, being connected to community football
can help encourage digital inclusion through the streaming of local games, or being
part of a social media group for a team or a club.

Factors including income and geographic location affect levels of digital inclusion and
participation.® Programs that aim to address social isolation and loneliness must be
accompanied by support for access, affordability, or digital skills where it is
needed, or they risk further isolating already vulnerable Queenslanders.
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