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ABSTRACT  

In this paper, a new perspective on connectivity is provided by 
examining the multiple layers that are involved in the process of 
‘going online’. Getting access to the Internet is only one 
precondition of online engagement. This paper focuses on what 
has to happen before a user can go online by illustrating four 
cases studies of the challenges that non-users encounter when 
attempting to go online. By introducing the concept of digital 
capital, a new perspective on examining the pre-engagement stage 
of non-users is suggested. 
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1. Reconsidering connectivity  
This paper aims to reconsider the concept of connectivity by 
examining the multiple layers of process that are involved when 
‘going online’. Connection to the Internet, or connectivity, is not 
a one-time, fixed event. To be meaningful to the user, the 
connection must occur repeatedly and fluidly until it becomes an 
effortless and habitual act. In an age of hyper connectivity, where 
users access the Internet via multiple devices throughout the day, 
‘going online’ has become almost a natural activity. However, for 
those who are unskillful users of digital technologies, it is yet 
another complex challenge.  

The discourse on digital divide is shifting from a binary division 
between those who have access and those who do not, to levels of 
digital engagement on a spectrum from non- to excessive uses. As 
societies come closer to ubiquitous internet connectivity, the 
diverse range in uses and the outcomes is becoming a more 
significant digital exclusion issue. After getting access, factors 
such as motivation, skills, and social context influence how 
people use digital technology. But what about before getting 
connected? What is the process that non-users go through before 
they go online? Does this have an impact on how users engage 
with digital technologies after they become Internet users?  

Internet non-users have received attention in the context of digital 
inequalities in the society. Scholars have identified various 
reasons for non-adoption and disengagement varying from 
availability, costs, skills, efficacy, attitude, motivation, lack of 
interest, and social context [1][2][3][4][5][6][7][8]. As diverse as 
the reasons, there have been various descriptors about these 
groups: dropouts [9], laggards [10], unadopters [11], narrow 
frequent users, occasional users and non-users [12][13], 
unengaged and marginalized [14], non- or sporadic users [15], 
and lapsed users [2]. In this paper, for the sake of simplicity, the 
term ‘non-users’ is used to encompass the diverse range of non, 
low level, and disengaged uses.  

This study aims to provide a nuanced account of the process that 
non-users go through before going online by reflecting upon the 
findings from four qualitative studies on digital disengagement: a 
study on infrequent Internet users among youth, an mHealth pilot 
program at a local clinic; a participant-observation study at a local 
digital training center, and workshops with rural local councils 
[4][16][17][18]. The data used in the analysis come from multiple 
sources: observations during digital training sessions, online 
survey open text entries and semi-structured interviews with 
participants.  

2. The main obstacles  
This section provides four examples of the challenges that non-
users encounter when attempting to go online.  

2.1. Technology infrastructure 
Boorowa is a rural town located in the Southern Inlands inner 
regional area of New South Wales, Australia. The town is located 
approximately 120 kilometers north of Canberra, the nearest 
major city. The internet penetration is 64.35%, and fixed 
broadband 57.72% [19]. As for mobile coverage, it is 
predominantly limited to the township of Boorowa and a radius of 
5 kilometers. About half of the population resides in the rural 
outskirts.  

One new phenomenon that the research team encountered was 
that many citizens of Boorowa had to travel to a place – close to 
the township - to use the Internet, even though they owned digital 
devices and subscribed to Internet and 3G services. Their concept 
of messaging was not real-time but a lagged interaction, where 
you had to drive to where 3G signals were available. People have 
to ‘go’ to a place to ‘go online’.   

The low quality of connection also limits users to only use text 
based, communicative services rather than downloading or 
streaming videos. Internet is an essential part of their lives but the 
spatial and bandwidth limitations of getting access were hindering 
productivity as well as the sense of connectedness.  

2.2. Intuition or counter-intuition?  
To 3 year olds, who have learned cause-and-effect through 
swiping and pressing small digital screens, any variations of 
digital media may seem intuitive. However, for middle-aged 
adults who have never used the computer in their work life, or a 
phone with a touchscreen before, nothing is intuitive when it 
comes to using digital technologies. 

The same iPads with 16GB, Wi-Fi, and 3G services, prepopulated 
with health apps were distributed to 28 diabetes patients at a local 
clinic in Canberra, Australia. The biggest hurdle that the 
participants encountered was when they had to make an Apple ID, 
in order to get access to the apps. Many of them did not own an 
email account, and those who did couldn’t remember the 
password. Several phone calls to family members, many frustrated 
swipes on the screen, and after about one hour, the majority of the 
participants were able to login to an Apple ID. The next step was 
just as painful. Diabetes patients often suffer from poor vision. 



While adjusting the font size was possible in the settings menu, 
which many of them slowly learned this through individual 
training sessions, there was text in some of the apps that could not 
be adjusted. Other difficulties mentioned by the users were ‘not 
being able to find the x in the corner’, ‘not knowing where the 
back button is’, ‘hard to find a downloaded app from the screen’, 
and ‘applying the right pressure to swipe’. Digital literacy does 
not come from intuition. It is an outcome of continuous practice.    

2.3. Digital readiness 
Digital training requires time and effort. Interviews and 
observations were conducted with trainers and trainees at a local 
digital training center. Typically it took about 6-8 weekly sessions 
for a novice user of a tablet or computer to become confident 
enough to use it on their own, in other words, acquire a minimal 
level of digital literacy. The pre-engagement phase where non-
users acquire digital readiness can take anywhere between several 
months to several years. This is especially the case if the user has 
had little experience with prior digital technologies [4].  

Acquiring the skills to manipulate the hardware and interface is 
what beginners focus on during the first learning stage: turning 
the device on and off, learning to swipe and click, typing on 
keyboards, finding buttons, recognizing icons, learning the logic 
of hyperlinks and becoming familiar with the layout of the screen. 
Acquiring device literacy – an essential component of obtaining 
access – requires repetition, practice and time. Trainers emphasize 
the importance of practice. “Swiping as well, moving things up 
and down, it’s all about touch and that’s the hardest thing to teach 
to them. Sometimes that’s where I have to go, ‘watch my hand’ … 
It’s just learning a new way to move your hand” (Trainer A).  

Technological competence and digital media literacy are relative 
measures from the users’ perspective. Users compare their level to 
the people around them, and establish their technological 
identities by their interactions with others. Hub clients think that 
they are ‘lagging behind’ their social networks and want to ‘catch 
up’. They think they are one step behind society.  

2.4 Technological identity 
Interviews with 19 digitally disengaged youth in a highly wired 
urban city uncovered three main reasons why young people might 
choose not to be digitally engaged: irrelevance, lack of digital 
literacy, non-technological identities [16]. During the interviews, 
infrequent Internet users would often say, “that is not for me”, and 
distinguish themselves from “slugs who spend time in front of the 
screen” (17 year old non-user).  

They were unable to admit that they lack the skills, mainly 
because of the social pressure that is thrust upon the so-called 
‘digital generation’ where you are expected to be adept users 
without anyone having to teach you how to use new technologies. 
Due to this expectation, they rarely thought that digital skills were 
something they could improve. As a result, students shied away 
from technology altogether. It was hard for them to seek help.  

3. Digital capital 
By examining various difficulties that non-users encounter when 
trying to go online, this paper provides a new perspective of the 
under-represented population on the Internet.  

One way to explain why some people are eager to jump on the 
bandwagon of digital technologies while others are sceptical is by 
introducing the concept of digital capital. Digital capital is a 
predetermined set of dispositions that influences how people 
engage with digital technology. Capital is the potential resource 
that one can mobilize in order to achieve certain goals. It is capital 

because it adds value. If someone has digital capital, it means that 
they are capable of using digital technologies to realize their 
goals. Non-users are those who lack digital capital.  

The elements of digital capital include individual attributes such 
as income, age, gender, education, and attitude. Digital 
environmental factors, such as home access, affordability, and 
ubiquity are also important factors. Societal influences, both at a 
micro and macro level, should also be considered.  
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