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DIGITAL INEQUALITY AS A PREREQUISITE  
OF SOCIO-ECONOMIC DIFFERENTIATION OF SOCIETY 

Abstract. The aim of the article is to study the current state of digital inequality, factors of 
influence and trends in its transformation as a component of socio-economic differentiation of the 
population in the world and in Ukraine in order to to make optimal management decisions. The 
theoretical significance of the article is that it was generalized and systematized a prerequisite of 
socio-economic inequality — digitalization. Socio-economic factors of digital inequality are 
highlighted. The contradictory nature of digital wealth is shown. The interrelation between 
economic growth and key indicators of digital inequality is revealed. Based on statistical indicators, 
the problems of digital inequality and the degree of its relevance for Ukraine are highlighted. In the 
article digital inequality is seen as a dynamic threat that simultaneously extends to all spheres of 
society, broad sections of the population and has quantitative and qualitative characteristics. 

It is proved that the processes of digitalization, on which serious hopes were placed, do not 
lead to the equalization of economic potential and social structure, but are able to intensify the level 
of digital inequality. There are various direct and inverse interactions between digital inequality and 
the level of the socio-economic development in society. Not only the spread of information and 
communication technologies and socio-economic restrictions on access to them affect the economy 
and the labor market. In turn, the level of information and digital inequality affects all spheres of 
society and economic development of the country. The results of the study reveal the relationship 
between economic growth, key indicators and factors of digital inequality, allow for constant 
monitoring of the level of digital differentiation of Ukrainian society in order to identify and 
eliminate bottlenecks at different levels of governance. 

Keywords: information society, information, digital inequality, digital divide, digital 
inequality factors, information poverty, information wealth. 
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Introduction. Scientists recognize various manifestations of social inequality and poverty as 
the leading problem of modern world. Today at the forefront is digital inequality, which is a 
consequence of economic inequality and social stratification. Currently it is present in all countries, 
at all social levels and in the global level. Business institutions, government agencies, and cultural 
and educational institutions provide most of their services over the Internet. An indicator of the 
level of development of the country and one of the main accelerators of its development is such an 
indicator as public access to information and communication technologies (ICT) and the Internet. 
The UN Human Rights Council has attributed Internet access to fundamental human rights. 
However, the use of Internet technology remains inaccessible to billions of people around the 
world. This leads to the existence of digital inequality, which in the scientific context is revealed 
through the concept of information poverty, digital inequality or digital divide. There is an 
interdependence between the rate of economic growth, living standards and the extent to which they 
use information technologies. For Ukraine, this problem is quite relevant, because its socio-
economic structure is characterized by significant polarization. According to the level of inequality 
determined by income, Ukraine is significantly ahead of most countries and has a poverty rate 
exceeding 51% [1]. This leads to a slowdown in economic development and growing social 
tensions. A better understanding of the importance of the phenomenon of information poverty in 
Ukraine will ensure a better management policy in the field of informatization and equalization of 
social stratification of society. 

Analysis of research and problem statement. Studies of digital inequality have become 
relevant simultaniously with the development of the information society. From the 1960s and 
1970s, the authors largely relied on the futurological ideas of an idealized post-industrial society 
and believed that the free dissemination of information should lead to social equality. Thus, 
Professor of Management at the University of Toronto D.Tapscott noted that the development of 
information society through ICT in the future will be more homogeneous, because in a world where 
most workers work in intellectual sphere, the process of deep democratization of corporate property 
will begin [2]. If researchers acknowledged the existence of information inequality, it was mostly 
about inequality between generations and much less about the socio-economic origins of inequality. 
B. Frankel called such theorists as D. Bell, J. Masudi, O. Tofler — post-industrial utopians [3]. 

In the beginning of the XXI century scientific forecasts have become more realistic. Issues 
of information inequality were studied by J. K. Witte, S. E. Mannon [4], K. Schwab, who argues 
that economic development in the information age goes hand in hand with social stratification [5]. 
M. Castells points to the active process of social stratification of the «network» society, the growth 
of injustice in the distribution of goods as an inseparable companion of economic transformation  
[6, p. 505]. The tendencies in digital inequality is studied in the works of O. Volchenko [7],  
T. Sharifyanova, D. Gainanova [8]. In the works of E. Libanova [1], T. Myskevych [9] through 
statistical data are analyzed socio-economic factors and trends of information poverty in Ukraine. 
Metods of estimation of the degree of socio-economic inequality, methods of its calculation in 
different sources differ significantly. The scientific discourse of social differentiation of the 
information type has not yet received adequate coverage in the domestic literature, in contrast to 
foreign. However, the study of factors and the interaction between economic processes and digital 
inequality will contribute to the development of optimal management decisions in the socio-
economic sphere. 

The aim of the article is to study the current state and factors of digital inequality as a 
component of socio-economic differentiation of the population in the world and in Ukraine in order 
to make optimal management decisions. 

The research methodology is based on the application of general and specific scientific 
methods of economic research of social processes and phenomena. The principle of systematization 
and structural-functional analysis allowed to consider digital inequality in relation to 
macroeconomics as a whole and the level of socio-economic development. Factor analysis was used 
to identify factors of information poverty. Methods of statistical analysis and monitoring were used 
to determine the state of digital inequality and the dynamics of its indicators. Statistical methods 



 FINANCIAL AND CREDIT ACTIVITIES: PROBLEMS OF THEORY AND PRACTICE  2021 № 5 (40)

  449ISSN 2306-4994 (print); ISSN 2310-8770 (online)

were used to establish the dependence of economic growth rates on quantitative and qualitative 
characteristics of human and physical capital. 

Research results. The problem of information inequality was first revealed in the United 
Nations Development Program (1997). This concept was used to denote the gap between those who 
have access to modern information resources, information and communication technologies (ICT), 
and those who do not have (or have limited) access. This was a manifestation of the differentiation 
of information as the main resource of modern society, which exacerbates socio-economic and 
cultural inequalities and affects the dynamics of economic development. To explain the mechanism 
of occurrence and action of information inequality, economists use different paradigms, in 
particular, the concept of diffusion of innovation (E. Rogers); technology acceptance model; theory 
of reasoned action and theory of planned behavior; hypothesis about inequality in knowledge 
(knowledge gap hypothesis, J. Tichenor, etc.); P. Bourdieu’s theory of capital, etc. [7]. We share the 
view that information inequality works on the principle of a feedback loop. According to this, 
people with a low level of education use the Internet less, which limits their educational growth, and 
this reduces the opportunities to use the Internet. Conversely, people with a high level of education 
more often use the Internet, which increases their level of awareness and promotes active use of the 
Internet [7, p. 180]. Thus digital inequality reproduces itself. 

Factors influencing digital inequality at the global, regional and local levels can be divided 
into social in a broad sense and economic ones. Social factors have the following features: 1) socio-
economic situation, income level; 2) geospatial-territorial and geographical restrictions — for 
example between people living in cities and rural or mountainous areas; 3) socio-demographic 
stratification (adaptation of people of different ages, genders, physical abilities to ICT 
technologies); for example, in the United States, 49% of people over the age of 65 do not use the 
Internet [10]; about 48% of women use the Internet in comparasion with 58% of men who 
constantly use the Internet; the largest gap between the number of women and men who have access 
to the network is in Africa, the Arab countries and the Asia-Pacific region, and this gender gap is 
widening [11]); 4) level of education and skills (regarding the use of ICT); 5) ethnical, cultural and 
national pequliarities (minorities, migrants), race, language barriers; 6) personal, socio-
psychological characteristics (motivation, needs, abilities, health, fears, etc.). It can be argued that 
interpersonal digital inequality can deepen other forms of inequality. 

The main economic factors of digital inequality include: 1) low income of a large ammount 
of the population; 2) financial issures (lack of funds to purchase a computer, mobile phone, etc.);  
3) technical (infrastructure, Internet access, including high-speed Internet, etc.); 4) changes in the 
labor market (disappearance of a number of professions, increase in unemployment, changes in 
working conditions, etc.); 5) low level of professional education and skills of people, as a restriction 
of access to decent work; 6) gender differences (both the consequences of economic and 
educational inequality; for example, in less developed countries, men own mobile phones twice as 
often as women [11]); 7) poor health and disability; 8) the level of education that do not meet 
requirements of the labor market, lack of digital skills; 9) the gap between economically developed 
and less developed countries and territories. 

The leading economic factor of digital inequality are changes in the labor market, in 
particular, the disappearance of a number of professions, jobs, the emergence of new ones, 
unemployment, changes in the nature of labor etc. The ability to use a computer is becoming a 
common requirement of employers. World Bank research has shown that the introduction of ICT 
leads to the replacement of routine labor operations and falling demand for middle-skilled workers. 
The demand for highly and low-skilled workers is growing [15]. Thus, the labor market is 
polarized. The economic pattern is confirmed: the loss of jobs coused by the introduction of new 
technologies is always greater than the number of new jobs created. There are changes in the nature 
and working conditions. There is full and partial home employment, contract work. This legally and 
socially distances the employer from the worker, makes him/her socially defenseless, intensifies 
work. The employer is not interested in investing in such an employee. If he/she is ill or the task 
requires new skills, it is more likely to hire new, healthy and prepared one. Such relationships 
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relieve responsibility for the working conditions of workers. Now the employee at his own expense 
arranges a workplace, improves skills, provides treatment, recreation etc. Although working with 
information has become easier, there are no fewer problems [16]. Those who fail to constantly 
improve their skills lose their competitiveness in the labor market. 

Social and economic factors are closely intertwined, have a high level of interdependence. 
Based on this, it is worth talking more about the socio-economic factors, the main of which are 
discussed in the article. In the first place among the factors influencing the digital inequality of the 
population are the level of income and education. U.S. researchers point out that people with higher 
education are 10 times more likely to use the full potential of computers and the Internet in 
everyday life than people without higher education. People with high incomes (over $ 75,000 per 
year) are 20 times more likely to access the Internet than people with low incomes (less than  
$ 30,000). Wealthy families are 10 times more likely to have computers and high-speed Internet at 
home than low-income households. According to 2019 data, in the United States, 29% of adults 
with household incomes below 30,000 do not own a smartphone, 44% do not have home broadband 
services or a computer (46%) [13]. Meanwhile, high-income Americans usually have several 
devices to access the Internet. Children who master digital skills have an advantage over those who 
are unfamiliar with these technologies. Poverty is reproduced in new generations and becomes 
hereditary. 

Digital inequality is especially seen on the global level, overlapping with the existing gap in 
the level of socio-economic development of countries. According to the UN, 4.1 billion people in 
the world are connected to the Internet, another 3.6 billion (46.4%) do not have access, although the 
digital divide is shrinking by 5% annually. The highest percentage of Internet users is is in Europe 
(82.5% of total population), the lowest is in Africa (28.2%) [11]. In this case, information inequality 
is determined not only by access to the Internet, but its quality. Computers with low performance 
and technical support increase the information gap. Not only the analysis of the level of access to 
the Internet, but also the ways, quality and cost of its use becomes relevant. A certain obstacle in 
overcoming the digital inequality of countries is the monopolization of leading developments in the 
IT field, when their use is determined by manufacturers. Thus American and Anglo-Saxon views of 
the world, language, values, etc. are imposed throughout the world. This preserves the digital divide 
when rich countries become richer and poor remain stagnant or degrade in poverty. 

Access to ICT is an important, but not the only component of digital inequality. Inequality in 
digital skills, which is called digital literacy, is becoming increasingly important. It does not yet 
have a general definition. We agree with the authors, who consider this concept as complex, 
including computer, information, social and network literacy [11]. Digital literacy includes a set of 
knowledge and skills on the use of Internet resources, search, critical evaluation and use of 
information to solve professional, personal problems, knowledge, etc. In our opinion, such an 
element as critical evaluation of information is crusial. We identify it as the ability to find and 
critically evaluate information in terms of reliability and completeness, the ability to create the own 
information product, to prevent manipulation etc. 

The low educational and cultural level of the population allows to manipulate its 
consciousness, to fill the network with «information garbage», which entertains, distracts, contains 
a lot of gossip and little valuable information. In this case, uncritical perception of information leads 
to the primitivization of the population. Business institutions, international corporations, political 
structures that invest in information technology and make profits, support and use the 
unpretentiousness of Internet users, because it deprives them of access to power and wealth that 
come through the necessary information. Let us illustrate the above through the research of  
P. Kennedy and A. Pratt. Based on an analysis of news consumption in 18 developed countries, 
they proved that low-income and low-educated people use fewer sources of information. The 
average number of sources referred to increases with increasing of income and level of education of 
respondents. News from sources that serve low-income audiences have a greater «media power» 
and commercial character. People who watch news from government sources are, on average, 
wealthier and more educated. This creates a vicious circle in which information poverty, caused by 
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low incomes and education, generates unpretentious media enthusiasm, thus protecting the 
economic and political interests of elites and maintaining income inequality, which in turn increases 
digital inequality [14]. Thus, people with low levels of education and income use ICT mainly for 
entertainment, contacts. More educated and wealthy people are more likely to use the Internet for 
production or educational purposes, as well as to participate in social and political processes. Their 
interests are more diversed. 

In addition to the level of income and education, access to ICT is influenced by such social 
characteristics of the population as living in rural areas, belonging to vulnerable groups, national 
minorities, etc. They often lack the motivation to master Internet technologies, which, in particular, 
is influenced by the lack of topical content clear to them, online service in their native language, 
belief in the benefits of technology for business, education, leisure. T. Sharifyanov and D. Gainanov 
proposed an integrated model of digital inequality, which includes the following blocks:  
1) motivation (lack of interest in ICT products, unwillingness to learn new technologies, the need 
for cultural constructions, social relations); 2) infrastructure (affordability, broadband technologies; 
3) competencies (skills, abilities) [8, p. 10]. Thus, with the advancement of the digital economy, 
digital inequality is modified, rethought and supplemented by its new types. 

The analysis of digital inequality, digital poverty should be supplemented by consideration 
of information wealth. Wealth has always depended to some extent on knowledge. In the post-
industrial economy, knowledge has replaced the traditional triad of land, labor, and capital and has 
become the most important basis for productive systems. However, the phenomenon of information 
wealth does not fall into the field of view of researchers and its boundaries are quite conditional. 
Obviously, the information-rich layers have a significant gradation in the middle, which may more 
or less coincide with the socio-economic one. The information-rich people mostly have a higher 
socio-economic and educational status, better access to technology, are more technologically 
prepared and know how to work with information than the information-poor ones. This group of 
people include those who control the flow of information, the world’s media and will receive super-
profits from the appropriation of such common goods as scientific knowledge, access to 
information, the achievement of technological progress. The largest assets in the world, which are 
growing the fastest, are ICT companies: Google, Amazon, Facebook, Apple, Microsoft. 

The main question is: is the digital divide widening? J. Soros believes that informatization 
and globalization are increasingly widening the gap between rich and poor both within and between 
countries, «the benefits outweigh all the costs, in other words, the increase in wealth is not just 
enough to compensate for inequality and other negative effects of globalization, it is higher than all 
costs» [17, p. 96—97]. Contrary to popular belief that free access to information will help overcome 
inequality, M. Castells and P. Himani note that for those who are disconnected from information 
exchange, the prospects are catastrophically deteriorating. The information economy connects to its 
network those who represent value to it (thereby giving them additional value), but disconnects 
those who have no value to it (thereby further reducing their chances of finding some value) [18]. 
Thus, digital inequality is deepening on new grounds. 

Inequality in the distribution of capital demonstrates the distribution of economic power, and 
consumer resources inequality in quality of life. There is a process of rejection of the upper strata of 
the population from the widespread use of ICT, which involves the general population. In 
developed European countries, the use of tablets, phones, Wi-Fi is limited in primary school. 
Children under the age of six are restricted from accessing screens and gadgets. Distance learning 
after the pandemic received a negative assessment. In the upper strata, dependence on ICT and 
gadgets becomes non-status. The pattern is confirmed: what becomes mass-loses its appeal to the 
elite. Direct contact with living professionals is most appreciated, as opposed to virtual teachers, 
coaches, artists, doctors, consultants, etc. The latter is imposed on other, poorer sections of the 
world’s population. 

Similar processes are taking place in Ukrainian society, there is a deep digital inequality and 
a digital divide. The main reasons are the low socio-economic and technical level. An indicator of 
this is the limitation of telecommunications infrastructure in the regions, problems with access to 
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broadband Internet. According to official data, in Ukraine the level of penetration of the latter is 
11.8 subscribers per 100 population (in Slovakia — 23.3; Hungary — 27.4; in Belarus — 31.4)  
[8, p. 92], 53% of schools, 99% of medical institutions in 2018 did not have this access [19]. 
According to objective data, the percentage of households with Internet access at home is mainly 
correlated with the level of development of the region. In 2019, the Ministry of Digital 
Transformation of Ukraine for the first time determined the percentage of digital literacy of the 
population, according to the methodology of the European Commission. According to these data, 
37.9% of Ukrainians have digital skills below average, 15.1% do not have them at all [20]. In terms 
of Internet speed, Ukraine was in 81st place, losing 23 positions compared to 2018 [9, p. 92]. Thus, 
in terms of digital inequality and literacy, Ukraine remains an underdeveloped country. Meanwhile, 
according to the World Economic Forum, each 10% increase in broadband penetration can lead to 
an increase in GDP per capita by 1.2% in countries with economies in transition [9, p. 95]. 

Conclusions. Digital inequality deepens socio-economic inequality and contributes to the 
emergence of new manifestations. The main factors that couse such inequality are the socio-
economic and socio-demographic status of a person, level of education, place of residence, origin, 
state policy, international status. With the development of ICT, the risk of exclusion from the active 
economic life of certain segments of the population and regions increases. Information inequality 
affects not only access to and use of ICT, but also digital literacy. Local content, e-applications are 
relevant for a particular region, type of employment, level of education, etc. In Ukraine, to bridge 
the information gap, it is important to fully ensure access to modern Internet technologies in 
educational institutions, health care, culture, services, public authorities and local governments, the 
creation of educational programs, networks in educational and cultural institutions, etc. The 
information gap in the world deepens economic inequality between countries and increases 
instability. Through global networks, new forms of cultural and ideological expansion are 
spreading, virtual needs are imposed on the population in the interests of multinational companies, 
and the threat of certain communities losing their identity remains. The very concept of digital 
inequality is constantly changing and rethinking, supplemented by new types of barriers and 
challenges, which can not lead to equalization of economic potential of countries and social 
structure of the population, but on the contrary, deepens digital inequality. This slows down 
economic growth, particularly in Ukraine. There are various direct and inverse interactions between 
digital inequality and the level of socio-economic development. 
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