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Executive Summary

In March 2000, £10 million was allocated from the Capital Modernisation Fund to develop a series of pilot projects for the Wired Up Communities Programme (WuC).  WuC sought to achieve the objectives outlined in the Modernising Government White Paper (Cabinet Office 1999) to ensure that those people and communities
 that currently experience social exclusion are not further excluded from engaging with online consumer and government services (DTI 2000).   The aim of WuC was to bridge the digital divide by enabling communities to use ICT to access jobs, learning opportunities, government and other services.  WuC was implemented in two stages and seven pilot projects were funded reflecting a variety of technological (PC/set-top box) and spatial (urban, rural, coalfield) characteristics. Each project sought to provide ICT to enable home access to the Internet and to develop associated services to help to overcome barriers to use of the Internet.

Evaluation of the Wired Up Communities Programme

In October 2000 the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) commissioned the Policy Research Institute at Leeds Metropolitan University to undertake an evaluation of the WuC Programme.  The main aims of the evaluation were to:

· assess the impact of the WuC Programme

· identify which approach(es) work best.

There were several discrete but inter-linked research elements associated with the evaluation methodology.  These included a review of relevant documentation, interviews with key stakeholders; baseline and follow up surveys (completed 6-9 months after the initial survey) of between 160-200 individuals in WuC pilot communities and matched comparator areas (MCAs); and further qualitative research to explore the implementation and initial outcomes of the programme. 

The 'digital divide'

A review of the literature reveals vigorous debates surrounding the nature and magnitude of the 'digital divide'. Various groups (e.g. white working class males in a coalfield area, ethnic minorities, women, homeless, refugees, single parents) have been identified as being at risk of further exclusion if they do not have 'access' to the Internet. Economic and educational factors (which are themselves closely related) have been identified as key determinants of technology ownership and Internet use.  The market mechanism is seen to exacerbate the problem and consequently government action is required to mitigate the impact of 'the divide'. However, 'access' to the Internet is seen to be much more than use of the necessary technology.  The concept of access in the home embraces individuals' and households’ resource constraints in terms of financial, motivational and skill capabilities along with other situational factors which impact to varying degrees and at different times.  It also includes 'supply side' issues in terms of the lack of relevant content for many disadvantaged groups. 

Programme development and implementation

The WuC programme was largely 'experimental' in nature in the sense of avoiding prescription in terms of delivery structures and outputs.  Partnership was a key characteristic in the delivery of WuC but the nature and depth of partnership activity across the programme is highly variable.  For example:

· Two of the urban WuC projects were situated in 'New Deal for Community' areas and were integrated, to varying degrees, within existing regeneration partnership structures which include public, private and community sector organisations.  Both these areas (along with one further urban area) had Education Action Zones. A strong regeneration partnership with a track record in delivering ICT projects also existed in another urban WuC area.   Partnerships in two rural areas appeared to be formative and emergent rather than embedded through joint working over a period of time.  The partnership in the coalfield area consisted largely of the Borough Council and two private sector suppliers who came together to implement the WuC project.

· Revenue funding was required to fund a small project team and associated development activities such as the provision of training, community engagement and local website development and management.  Securing this funding proved problematic for several areas and in some instances contributed to scaled down outreach/training activity and implementation slippage at the local level.

· Private sector involvement in the project was highly variable. Strategic involvement (in terms of playing a key part in the original proposal) was apparent in four WuC areas.  All the areas worked with the private sector as suppliers of equipment to the local project.  Technical support was also provided through supplier 'help lines'. 

The sourcing and roll out of the technology along with the development of a community website proved to be the primary focus for local project implementation. 

The development of training and support for local participants varied in scope and depth across the WuC areas.  Technical support services and basic training in the use of the technology by the installation team was funded through WuC.  Further training and support activities were largely contingent upon the use of the existing education infrastructure, volunteers or the attraction of funds for bespoke delivery.  Examples of training interventions included:

· Two areas where delivery of WuC equipment was contingent upon attending an introductory training course 

· Development of bespoke courses to meet the needs of new users of the technology and the Internet 

· The provision of additional courses already available in the local community

· Intensive one to one support delivered in the home or at a local community centre.
Initial outcomes of the WuC Programme

An assessment of the initial outcomes of the WuC programme is based on the analysis of a two-stage survey of between 160-200 residents in each WuC area and interviews with local and national stakeholders.  Analysis of the results from the baseline survey confirms many of the characteristics of the 'digital divide' prior to the WuC intervention.  For example Internet users were more likely to be qualified (above NVQ level 3), in employment and younger than non users.

The follow up survey results provide an indication of the use of the technology provided through WuC.  A survey response rate of 72% was achieved and 835 respondents contributed to the follow up survey.  Whilst response rates varied within areas, no response bias was apparent at the programme level. Key findings include:

· Three quarters of respondents (74.5%) receiving the technology had used it to access the Internet.

· However more than a quarter (25.5%) had not used it to access the Internet with almost half of these reporting that they are 'not interested' in the Internet.  A further 10% reported that they did not have the necessary skills to use the Internet.

The provision of the technology had a positive impact on those who had used it. 85% of those using the WuC technology to access the Internet suggested that their use had increased since receiving the technology. Almost half suggested that they used the Internet daily and just over four in ten people used it to shop or bank online. The majority of users (82.0%) had continued to use the Internet once the period of subsidy provided through WuC ended.

A short-term objective of the WuC programme was to encourage the development of ICT skills and to support the learning of local adults and children. In respect of this:

· Almost one half (47.6%) of respondents reported that they had received some training to use the technology or the Internet.

· A substantial proportion of those with school age children (68%) had used the WuC technology to help their children with their homework or other learning related activity.

A medium term objective of WuC was to promote economic inclusion and improve the employment prospects of people.  Whilst it may be too early to assess the contribution of WuC to this objective, the research provides an indication of the short-term outcomes associated with the project. These are as follows:

· 46 respondents (5.8% of all respondents to the follow up survey) suggested that their employment situation had changed in the period between the baseline and the follow up survey.

· The direction of change is variable with some moving into work, some out of work and some into education.  16 people reported that they had made the transition from out of work into employment and ten of these attributed the change in status (at least partially) to the use of the WuC technology which had enabled them to search for employment opportunities and investigate prospective employers.

The long-term aim of the programme was to improve social cohesion through greater use of the Internet. The survey investigated the extent to which the Internet had been used to find information about, or communicate with, a variety of local organisations.  It was found that:

· 15% of Internet users have used it to find information about a range of democratic and community based organisations with less than 5% using it to send information to such a group. 

Towards an assessment of programme performance

The assessment is based around performance to date in terms of the four aims and objectives outlined by DfES at the outset of the programme:

Access

Organising and managing the supply of technology into peoples' homes has proved to be a major challenge for all the local projects at various times.  Discontinuities in supply and condensed local implementation timeframes have contributed to the difficulties facing those implementing the project locally.  In one area dependent upon the development of an innovative 'set-top box', no technology had been delivered into residents' homes by October 2002. Delays in construction work associated with the infrastructure underpinning the 'set-top box' had a major impact on the implementation timescale. 

Despite considerable marketing, promotion and outreach work, the remaining projects had struggled to reach the high level of 'penetration' aspired to by the programme and several WuCs had expanded the eligible area.  The reasons for 'lack of take up' appear many and varied.  A survey of 100 non-participants in each area suggests that 'lack of interest' and the fact that they already have Internet access in the home (and in the view of the respondent that they would not be eligible) have been key inhibitors of local demand.

The primary research in the local WuC areas found:

· There was a wide variation in the propensity of respondents to use the technology between WuC areas.  In three areas more than 90% of recipients had used the technology to access the Internet.  However, in two areas almost 50% had not used it to access the Internet.  

· The technological platform appears to be a major (but not the only) contributory factor with lower levels of use associated with recycled PCs and set-top box technologies.  Other factors include 'lack of interest', lack of skills and knowledge, and other access problems associated with modems or passwords. 

Broadband services were being developed by three WuC areas and whilst none of the areas have been able to offer coverage to the whole community within the programme period, each area had a system up and running in a limited area with a view to future roll out. 

Training and learning

· Participation in training was highest in the areas where it was a pre-condition associated with receipt of the technology.  

· It was lowest in the rural and coalfield areas where training was not a requirement for participation in the project.  

· However lack of training in the rural areas has not affected the propensity of WuC recipients to have used the technology to access the Internet.  

· The impact of training activity on the propensity to use the technology is not clear as those not receiving training are almost as likely to use the WuC technology to access the Internet as those not receiving training.  

Employment and social cohesion

Whilst individual movement within the labour market is low, in all but one WuC more than half of respondents had used the technology to undertake a search for labour market related information.  A website was developed or enhanced in each WuC, however the development process was problematic and the extent to which it engaged local people in content production was variable.

Indications of deadweight and additionality

The comparison of experiences of respondents in the WuC areas and the MCAs provide an insight into the additionality associated with the Programme:

· 59% of respondents in the WuC areas (compared with 9% of respondents in the MCAs) used the Internet at home for the first time in the 6-9 month period between the baseline and the follow up survey.

· WuC has had some success in attracting 'non-active learners' to become involved in training activity. 35% of respondents to the follow up survey in the WuC areas had undertaken some training for the first time in almost two years compared with only 6% of respondents in the MCAs.

Summary 

In common with other policy interventions emphasising the use of ICT, the programme has been subject to major implementation slippage. At the time of the evaluation, no equipment had been delivered into the residents' homes in one WuC and several WuCs have had to extend the local spatial boundary in order to distribute the technology they had acquired. The pilot project has illustrated the difficulties associated with wiring up 'a whole community' within the WuC framework and this experience was captured to inform policy development and good practice.

There have however been notable successes in encouraging participants to get online and/or to stay online.  The majority of respondents to the surveys in the WuC areas had used the technology to access the Internet.  Almost half of the participants received some training to develop skills and knowledge to use the Internet.   However, in spite of being provided with the technology in the home, a quarter of survey respondents had not used it to access the Internet. The technological platform appears to have been a major (but not the only) contributory factor with low levels of use associated with recycled PCs and set-top box technologies.  Other factors included 'lack of interest' and lack of 'skills and knowledge'.
WuC is an example of an approach which aimed to develop more collaborative policy interventions between local and national government.   There are clearly issues associated with policy and practice emerging from the experience to be considered at the national and local level.  These include:

· Development of strategic aims and objectives and the link with operational implementation within and between policy interventions to achieve a 'joined up' approach to local development and implementation.
· The multiple and moveable nature of disadvantage and the 'digital divide'.
· The challenge of funding 'blended' and resource intensive approaches required to support the development of IT and information processing skills of (in particular) new and novice users of the Internet and the development of 'community'.
· The need to retain a policy emphasis on those who are 'not interested' or have 'lost interest' in the use of the Internet as part of a balanced policy (including bandwidth) portfolio.
· The development of improved understanding of 'communities' and the role of ICT in their development within the context of government policy.
· The need for a full cost-effectiveness assessment and comparison with related interventions prior to national roll-out.
1 Introduction

1.1 The Wired Up Communities Programme

In March 2000, £10 million was allocated from the Capital Modernisation Fund to develop a series of pilot projects for the Wired Up Communities Programme (WuC).  WuC sought to achieve the objectives outlined in the Modernising Government White Paper (Cabinet Office 1999) to ensure that those people and communities
 that currently experience social exclusion are not further excluded from engaging with online consumer and government services (DTI 2000).  WuC provided the opportunity to pilot and test approaches to connecting communities by providing them with appropriate technology in their homes.  The programme complemented other area based government initiatives such as New Deal for Communities and Education Action Zones along with other national interventions such as learndirect and ICT Learning Centres which seek to promote the use of ICT.

1.1.1 Overview of Programme 

The WuC programme was implemented in two stages and seven pilot projects were funded reflecting a variety of technological, geographical and community characteristics.

One project was funded under phase one of the programme, which ran from October 2000, with the remaining six projects funded under phase two agreed in July 2001.   A summary of the characteristics of the projects funded under WuC are set out below (Table 1.1) with a more detailed summary of each project contained in Appendix 1.

Table 1.1: Characteristics of WuC areas 
	Phase
	Area name
	Geographic Characteristics
	Number of households
	Number of beneficiaries

	1
	Kensington, Liverpool
	Urban area
	4,200
	2,000

	2
	Alston, Cumbria
	Rural area
	1,200
	1,080

	2
	Brampton, South Yorkshire
	Coalfield area
	1,500
	1,200

	2
	Carpenters Estate, Newham
	Urban area 
	750
	750

	2
	Blackburn East
	Urban area
	2,800
	2,400

	2
	East Manchester
	Urban area
	4,500
	4,500

	2
	Framlingham
	Rural area
	4,500
	1,350

	
	
	
	
	


Source: Individual Project bids/Project sponsor interviews 
The programme was originally funded to March 2001 but was extended to December 2002 to provide more time for programme development and local implementation. 

1.1.2 Aims and Objectives

Four inter-related objectives were stated for the programme.  These are outlined below:

Objective 1: Access

· To contribute to the social exclusion agenda by enabling most people in disadvantaged communities to have access to ICT.
· To allow people in disadvantaged communities easy access to the full range of government and other services through the internet.
Objective 2: Learning

· To increase ICT and other skills in disadvantaged communities and support the learning of local adults and children.
Objective 3: Employment 

· To promote economic inclusion and improve the employment prospects of people in the communities through improving their access to jobs and training.
Objective 4: Social Cohesion

· To help communities use new technologies to develop and sustain community co-operation, capacity and mutual support.
The objectives were identified in the following hierarchy (Table 1.2) outlined in the Department for Education and Employment (DfEE) WuC evaluation strategy:

Table 1.2 – Timeframe of evaluation objectives
	
	Objective
	Timeframe

	O1
	Access
	Immediate

	O2
	Learning
	Short term intermediate

	O3
	Employment prospects
	Medium term intermediate

	O4
	Social cohesion
	Ultimate

	
	
	


Source DfEE WuC Evaluation Strategy

1.2 The Evaluation of the WuC Programme

The Policy Research Institute (at Leeds Metropolitan University) was commissioned by the DfEE, now known as the Department for Education and Skills (DfES) to evaluate the Wired Up Communities Programme in October 2000.  This Final Report summarises the evaluation process, reviews the context and nature of the programme and reports the findings from the primary research undertaken in the communities.  The report concludes with a review of the performance of the programme to date and a discussion of the policy challenges to be addressed in the future.

A project board was established to oversee the evaluation research. The group was chaired by a representative from DfES (Analytical Services) and included a member of the DfES policy team developing and implementing WuC along with members of the Policy Research Institute.

1.3 Aims and Objectives of the Evaluation

The main aims of the evaluation were to: 

1. Assess the overall impact of the Wired-Up Communities Programme to inform decisions about future roll out.

2. Identify which approach(es) work best.

1.4 Evaluation Methodology 

The evaluation methodology drew on a variety of primary/secondary information and qualitative and quantitative data collection methods. There were several discrete but inter-linked research elements associated with the evaluation methodology which are outlined below.

1.4.1 Review of the programme.  

Relevant documentation (Project Bids, Local Project Progress Reports provided to DfES) was reviewed and a series of in depth face to face interviews carried out with key stakeholders engaged in the WuC programme.  Key actors were identified by DfES and included members of the project board and national/local stakeholders. 

1.4.2 Survey research in the WuC areas

A two-stage survey of project participants formed an integral part of the evaluation of the outcomes of the programme on individuals and their communities.  The survey was based on interviews with participants in the WuC programme in each pilot area. A structured questionnaire to establish a baseline was designed and agreed with the WuC Evaluation project group in April 2001.  This was piloted and adopted with minor amendments.  A further questionnaire was designed to collect information on the experiences and impact of the technology.  A follow up survey was conducted in each WuC area 6-9 months after the baseline survey. 

As the programme progressed it became clear that not all residents would participate in the local WuC project and in February/March 2002 some research was undertaken to ascertain reasons for non-participation.  A face to face survey of 100 residents who did not register an interest in each local WuC was undertaken using a structured questionnaire. Interviewers from the Market Research Agency, Bostock Marketing Group, conducted all these interviews.

1.4.3 Matched comparisons

To provide a basis for comparison of the impact of WuC, matched comparator areas (MCAs) were selected and a structured questionnaire collected data on a comparable basis to that collected in the WuC pilot area.  A review of the MCA selection process is outlined in Appendix 2.    A follow up survey to assess impact was undertaken 6-9 months after the baseline survey in the MCA. As in the WuC pilot areas, interviewers from Bostock Marketing Group, conducted the interviews in the MCAs. 

1.4.4 Qualitative data collection in the WuCs

Further qualitative research was undertaken with members of the local communities to explore implementation issues and the use of the WuC technology.  Site visits and in depth interviews were conducted with representatives of the local partnerships and discussion groups held with members of the local community receiving the technology. Descriptive case studies were developed for each WuC to capture the local context and these are included in Appendix 1 of this report. 

1.4.5 Reporting and dissemination  

Working papers were produced scoping the programme, developing research methodologies, exploring the nature of home-school links and developing a framework for tracking Internet use.  These were discussed with the WuC Evaluation Group.   Interim reports were provided in September 2001 and June 2002.  A copy of the executive summary is available at http://dfes.gov.uk/wired/docs.  These reports charted the development of the programme and provided an overview of the issues emerging from the primary research.  Reviews of the evaluation methodology and updates on progress have been presented at the WuC Conferences in May 2001 and April 2002 (http://www.thewiredupcommunity.org.uk/).  This evaluation report and an accompanying Good Practice Guide have been produced to coincide with the end of the WuC programme in December 2002.

1.4.6 Evaluation timetable

The evaluation has been subject to delay and slippage, reflecting the pace of programme implementation.  Table 1.3 illustrates the variance between the timetable outlined in the invitation to tender and the actual timing of the evaluation activities.

Table 1.3 Evaluation Timetable 
	
	Planned*
	Actual

	Commission evaluator
	Mid Aug 00
	Jan 01

	First phase evaluation
	Mid Aug 00
	May 01

	First phase early evaluation findings (baseline sweep 1)
	Oct 00
	Jul 01

	Second phase evaluation begins
	Dec 00
	Aug 01

	Second phase early evaluation findings
	Jan 01
	 Mar 02

	Phase 1 follow up activity (Sweep 2)
	Feb 01
	Nov 01

	Phase 1 case studies 
	Feb/Mar 01
	Mar 02 

	Phase 2 follow up activity (Sweep 2)
	May 01
	Sept-Nov 02

	Phase 2 case studies
	May/Jun 01
	Sept - Nov 02

	Report and dissemination 
	Jul/Aug 01
	Dec 02-Jan 03

	
	
	


Source:*DfEE WuC Evaluation Strategy 
There were considerable delays at the outset of the programme as the nature of the programme evolved and the scale and scope of the programme and the evaluation was discussed.  There were also delays in the phase 2 WuC area project tendering process and in the agreement of pilot project contracts which were eventually agreed in July/August 2001 (against an original plan which envisaged a December 2000 start date).  The end-date for the programme and the evaluation was further extended to December 2002.

1.5 Section Summary 

The aim of WuC was to bridge the 'digital divide' by enabling the most disadvantaged communities to use ICT to access jobs, learning opportunities, government and other services.

The DfES commissioned the Policy Research Institute to undertake an evaluation of the Programme.  The main aims of the evaluation were to:

· Assess the overall impact of the Wired-Up Communities Programme to inform decisions about future roll out.

· Identify which approach(es) work best.

There were several discrete but inter-linked research elements associated with the evaluation methodology including review of relevant documentation, interviews with key stakeholders; baseline and follow up surveys of individuals in WuC pilot communities and matched comparator areas; and further qualitative research to explore the performance and impact of the programme. 

2 Context: The ‘Digital Divide’ 

This section of the report introduces the policy rationale underpinning government intervention to alleviate what has become known as the 'digital divide'.  It draws on a range of literature to provide an introduction to its scope and scale and to draw attention to the contested nature of the 'digital divide'.

2.1 Introduction 

New information and communication technologies (ICTs) are widely regarded as the impetus for radical social, economic and political changes. These technologies include interactive and multimedia communications, Internet and World Wide Web, video conferencing, computer-aided design, and technologies such as electronic surveillance and consumer profiling. All have potential to impact on the nature and experience of interpersonal relations and the form and substance of economic competitiveness and social cohesion.

The PAT 15 report (DTI 2000) discussed the future impact of these technological developments.   Over time, it is expected that ICTs will contribute to changes in the whole pattern of peoples' lives as completely as broadcasting, telephony, and high-speed transport did in the past. Individuals can expect easy access to a wealth of information, entertainment, and to cheaper, more individually tailored goods and services, with new opportunities for choice, participation, lifelong learning and leisure. 

It is not uncommon for the Internet to be perceived as the main telecommunication media of tomorrow and broadband media (e.g. high quality video conferencing, television quality netcasting) to hold great promise for improving a variety of public services through, for example, multi-media e-learning and tele-healthcare  (Utsumi et al 2001). Much of the literature assumes that once people have access to, and have used the technologies, they will embrace them wholeheartedly.   Data about future growth in the number of users is extrapolated to imply further meteoric growth in the future.  For example whilst it took 13 years for television to reach 50 million people it has taken less than half that time for 275 million people to be online and exploit the world wide web (e-skills NTO 2001). 

There are a range of technologies which are driving the development of access to the Internet.  Third generation mobile phones (UMTS), Internet Broadcast and Internet games consoles are some of the more recent developments.  The fast developing nature of these converging technologies is a constant factor in considering access to the Internet and future applications of digital services. Internet access through the set-top box/television is seen to offer the potential to become a further major route for access to the Internet in the home.   The take up of digital TV is cited as a major achievement with 20% of UK households using Digital TV in 2000 (Oftel 2000), although its efficacy and popularity as a means of access to the Internet are contested. Whilst a range of technologies which enable access to the internet are available, the PC remains the most common device used to access the Internet (TV and mobile remain niche markets accounting for 4% and 3% of Internet users respectively (Oftel 2001a)). The most common telecommunications link from the home to the Internet is through a fixed phone line. Over four in five (83%) of all Internet customers use ordinary phone line/dial up access with only 2% of current Internet users in the home subscribing to Broadband services (Oftel 2002a).

However, if the precedent of past technological revolutions in communications is followed, those who adopt them early will disproportionately enjoy the social and economic benefits.  Most private sector activity, particularly in the development of the telecommunications infrastructure has been placed on the development of the most lucrative markets, thus excluding people and places which are least profitable (Graham and Marvin 1994).  Content providers generally remain focussed on the development of commercial sites for the most affluent members of society (Golding and Murdock 2001).  Whilst the cost of technology is ever decreasing it is argued that the market mechanism is insufficient to overcome consumer disparities and that active measures are required to attempt to close this widening gap (Booz-Allen and Hamilton 2000).  Research suggests that the use of the Internet is far from ubiquitous. Surveys commissioned by the DfES to assess trends in ICT access and use (DfEE 2001a, Russell and Stafford 2002) suggest that whilst more and more people are using the Internet, a substantial proportion of the adult population (45%) still have not used the Internet to date. The danger is seen to be that these people remain at the 'foot of the ladder' without taking the first step upwards.

The characteristics of social exclusion such as non-participation in social and economic activities, isolation and perceived lack of opportunity are exacerbated through a lack of information and communication (DEMOS 1997). Whilst lack of access to ICT is not the cause of social exclusion, it has the potential to worsen the relative position of excluded individuals and groups (Phipps 2000). However, the social and economic implications of the new ICTs are complex and frequently contradictory (Gibbs 2001).  They may create or destroy employment or lead to increased skills or deskilling.   They can support distance learning or working and yet further increase the footloose nature of capital investment (Castells 1996). Some studies show that the Internet creates new forms of community (Hampton and Welman 2001, Gardner and Oswald 2001) while other studies conclude that they lead to diminished human interactions (Nie 2000). 

Nevertheless, it is argued that for people living in low-income neighbourhoods, gaining and exploiting technology skills can lead to opportunities to participate fully in the local and national economy.  The arguments for social inclusion and for economic development in the Information Age are mutually re-enforcing. Lack of access to ICTs leads to, or reinforces, disadvantage at a number of levels. For children, not having access to computers and the Internet at home or in the community may make it hard to keep up at school and this may impact on their attainment. For adults, computer literacy can be important for re-entering the labour market. For the community as a whole, lack of access to communications networks can limit the use of better quality services, make it harder to access opportunities in other areas, and reduce the possibilities for enhancing local social cohesion (DTI 2000). It is argued that people who lack access to relevant hardware and software and a basic understanding of ICT will also lack the confidence that they can continue to learn as the technologies evolve (OECD 2000). This places them at a considerable disadvantage in an increasingly knowledge-based economy.

This analysis provides the rationale for policy intervention and in March 2000 the UK government made a commitment to achieve ‘universal access’ to the Internet. The government has set targets to make all Government services available electronically by 2005 (Office of the e-Envoy 2001).  Electronic service delivery is seen to offer huge opportunities to improve public services through the provision of more convenient, more joined up, more responsive and more personalised services (PIU 2000).  However, for those who lack the technology or the skills to use it, the government emphasis on online provision may create a wider gap than already exists (Servon and Horrigan 1997).   Furthermore there are concerns that a substantial proportion of people will remain 'offline' (National Audit Office 2002) and that parallel systems will be required, adding to cost and complexity and reducing the potential savings of e-government. 

2.2 ‘Access’ and the digital divide

In 1995 the National Telecommunications and Information Administration in the United States of America issued the first in a series of reports (NTIA 1995) that drew attention to what has become known as the 'digital divide'.  This characterises a divide between those who use and have used technology to access the Internet and those who do not and whilst the number of people connecting to the Internet is rising in general, subsequent reports draw attention to the divide widening over time (NTIA 2000).

The rapid growth in commercial and public sector organisations offering goods and services via the Internet has led to concerns that sections of the population may be ‘left behind’ either through an inability or unwillingness to use computers and the Internet.  The legitimacy of these concerns is underlined by statistics illustrating a continuing 'digital divide' on the basis of socio-economic factors, demographics and/or geography.  

Research evidence (e.g. NTIA 1998, 2000) reinforces the existence of 'a divide', however there are vigorous debates about the nature and magnitude of the problem and how measures should be linked to action. Whilst Internet use is generally growing across all sections of society, patterns of differentials are apparent (and are in some cases still growing), reinforcing inequalities. For example, almost 7% of homes do not have a fixed phone line, with those who are economically excluded least likely to have a fixed line (Oftel 2002c).  Further analysis suggests that in some housing estates fewer than 30% of households have a telephone (Speak and Graham 2000). 

Research associated with key groups at risk of further exclusion due to the development of the digital society was undertaken to underpin the influential PAT15 Report in the late 1990s.  Groups included white working class males in a former coalfield area (Shaddock 1999), disabled people (Carey 1999), older people (Aldridge 1999) and women (Women Connect 1999). Other high risk groups include ex-offenders, the homeless, refugees, those with incomplete education, single-parent (often mothers) families and many families headed by young adults.  (This does not mean that all people in such ‘high risk’ categories are living in hardship or that others who fall outside these groupings have escaped poverty and isolation).  

Further research commissioned by DfES provides analysis of the 'digital divide' (Russell and Stafford 2002) and draws attention to:

· Women, those aged over 55, and members of social class DE are less likely to have used the Internet. 

· Those residing in 'more deprived areas' are less likely to have used the Internet.
· Growth in Internet use is greatest among social class AB.
Other studies have pointed to the importance of income and educational qualifications as factors affecting the use of the Internet.  Findings from analysis of the British Social Attitudes Survey (Gardner and Oswald 2001) suggests:

· Those earning more than £32k are five times more likely to have used the Internet than someone earning £10k.
· Those with a university degree are eight times more likely to have used the Internet than those without any qualifications.
Geographical location is also cited as further evidence of a divide. In the UK, Internet use is not spread evenly over the country and has been recognised as a matter of policy concern (Hewitt and Pinder 2000). For example people in London and the South East (four in ten) are far more likely to have access to the Internet than people in, for example, the North East (two in ten).  

Rural communities (both affluent and deprived) suffer from geographical isolation and their location limits the provision of quality telecommunications services.  For example they are often served by low bandwidth, unreliable connections and suffer from service interference from agricultural equipment such as electric fences (Cullen 2001).  To some extent lower rates of home access reflects income and education effects, however the pattern exists even when these are taken into account (Gardner and Oswald 2001).  

Policy debates have focussed generally on the issue of 'access' in terms of financial (the technology is seen as too expensive to buy and/or run) and technical problems associated with its complexity and diversity (Liff 2000).  A body of evidence is emerging which suggests that the key determinants of Internet use in the home are household income and educational attainment
 (Gardner and Oswald 2001, Sullivan et al 2002).    

The emphasis on financial factors represents a simple and intuitive determinant of 'access'.  The level of disposable/discretionary income affects the individual’s ability to make the initial investment for the required technology and associated peripherals and to pay for subsequent maintenance, running costs and upgrades as deemed necessary by the user(s) (Oftel 2000). Further cost barriers include the cost of purchasing training to provide the skills necessary to use the internet effectively (Carey 1999). There are concerns that some users will have to ‘self disconnect’ because of a lack of ability to pay for services, something that is not monitored or reported by private sector providers (Drakeford 1997).  Furthermore, whilst the costs of telephone ownership have decreased, connection and local call costs - the greatest barriers to poorer users - have increased, having a disproportionate impact on low income neighbourhoods (Speak and Graham 2000).  

However the financial cost of purchase and use of ICTs is not the only factor which inhibits the use of the Internet.   Research in the USA found that almost six in ten non-users are not interested in getting online.  Whilst 40% of non-users report that they perceive the Internet to be 'too expensive', the majority cite a variety of reasons such as they believe that the Internet is a 'dangerous thing' or that they are not missing anything by staying away from the Internet (Lenhart et al 2000). Furthermore, there is some evidence of users moving away from the Internet as they become disenchanted or unconvinced of the value of using it (Katz et al 2001, Wyatt 2000, Lenhart et al 2000). Recent reports claim that lack of relevant content rather than access to technology is now the critical barrier to bridging the digital divide for many disadvantaged communities (Hellawell 2001, Lazarus and Lipper 2000).  Lack of local information, lack of non-English sites and lack of content created by ethnic minorities have all been identified as barriers to use of the Internet by members of disadvantaged communities in the United States (The Children's Partnership 2000).

This review has largely focussed on 'access' in terms of ownership of the technology to enable use of the Internet, which clearly oversimplifies the issue.  A single measure does not adequately capture the dimensions of the 'digital divides' apparent in society. Even exploring the 'digital divide' within the confines of technology, there are differences apparent in terms of age of equipment, processing power of equipment, nature and number of peripherals and, arguably most importantly, bandwidth. How long people use the internet for, their ability to use it, what they use it for, how they use it and the value they gain from it are further examples of key dimensions of access.  The term 'connectedness' is used to reflect the multi-level and contextual use of the internet (Norris 2001, Jung et al 2001) and is increasingly relevant in discussions associated with 'access' and the 'digital divide'.  

In general, the Internet is accepted as being an integral part of life in the 21st Century for many and seen to bring a positive contribution to the economy and society.  Therefore public policy choices are surrounded by uncertainties associated with which ICT’s provide the most (cost) effective means of Internet access or how and where access should be provided.  These have continued to emerge throughout the WuC programming period as policy options are considered and instruments enacted.  Whilst it is convenient to talk of a 'digital divide' it is clear that there are multiple and reinforcing divides in relation to the use of the Internet and its impact on both the individual and communities which researchers and policy makers continue to explore. 

2.3 Section summary

This section of the report draws on a range of literature to introduce the nature of the 'digital divide'.  The review reveals debates surrounding the nature and magnitude of the 'divide'. Various groups (e.g. white working class males in a coalfield area, ethnic minorities, women, homeless, refugees, single parents) have been identified as being at risk of further exclusion and economic and educational factors (themselves often closely related) have been identified as key determinants of Internet use.   However 'access' is seen to be much more than use of the necessary technology whether it be telecommunications, computing or television technology in the home, at work or somewhere else.  The concept of access in the home embraces individuals' and households’ resource constraints in terms of financial, motivational and skill capabilities along with other situational factors which impact to varying degrees and at different times.  It also includes 'supply side' issues in terms of the provision of content (or lack of) to address the interests of disadvantaged groups. 

3 Development and Implementation of the WuC Programme

This section of the report reviews the development and implementation of the WuC Programme. It is based on a review of documentation associated with the original project bids from the local communities and interviews with more than forty stakeholders involved with the development and delivery of the programme at the local and national level.

3.1 Programme design 

The programme was largely 'experimental' in nature, in the sense of avoiding prescription in terms of the delivery structures and outputs that should be achieved.  The programme provided a flexible framework within which local areas could develop their own WuC projects and outcome targets (subject to Capital Modernisation Fund funding constraints) and the aims and objectives of the Programme.

The WuC programme was managed by a small project board which met regularly in the initial stages of the project to provide a steer on the emphasis of the programme and the selection of pilot areas.  Once the parameters of the programme were established, the DfES facilitated programme design at the local level through attendance (by a representative of the DfES Policy team) at local project management group meetings where the DfES representative provided input during the drawing up of project plans and contracts.  The DfES have continued to contribute to local project development through attendance at the local project steering groups and through the provision of consultancy support for several of the pilot projects at various times throughout the implementation process.

At the national level, targeting of the WuC programme was undertaken through the project selection process and the subsequent allocation of funds to specific spatial areas.  The process for area selection was based on contacts sought through Government Offices for the Regions (RGOs). RGOs were asked to put forward communities which were suitable for involvement in the WuC programme.   The project board went through a selection process to determine which would be the most suitable areas for the WuC programme.  Selection was based on a range of criteria (e.g. geographical location, existing partnership structures, type of preferred technology, expected penetration rates in the local community) and subsequently bids were sought from local areas. The bids were assessed by the project board and appropriate areas identified.

3.1.1 Aims and Objectives

The WuC programme was developed to test the impact of wiring up a community and to assess the extent to which it could overcome the 'digital divide' and facilitate the use of online consumer and government services. There was, however, some uncertainty in relation to the aims of the programme, particularly in the formative stages and a period of national/local dialogue ensued.

One of the key national stakeholders suggested that WuC started off as a relatively simple idea, namely, to compare the effectiveness of using different technologies such as PCs and set-top boxes to wire-up disadvantaged communities to help overcome the 'digital divide'.  Of particular interest was the extent to which the use of the Internet supported the development of employment and employability.  However, Ministerial interest in the potential of the programme in the formative stages highlighted issues associated with a broad ranging remit including the contribution of the programme towards achieving NGfL (National Grid for Learning)
 targets and the development of community capacity more generally.  The potential for 'expert systems' to support decision-making was investigated through, for example, an ‘all embracing webservice’ which would help unemployed people to identify job opportunities, source childcare if needed, provide transport information and calculate the effects on benefits of pursuing a job opportunity.  However, following initial investigation, this type of service appeared beyond technological and institutional capability at the time. A much simpler WuC website (http://www.dfee.gov.uk/wired) was developed to provide information about the programme and local projects were encouraged to develop their own local content as a mechanism to encourage local capacity building.  Further uncertainties surrounded the development of other aspects of the programme.  For example, the recognition of the potential of home access to the Internet to encourage children to learn from guardians (and vice versa) led to an emphasis on 'home-school links' within the programme.  However, the concept of 'home-school links' remained ill-defined for some time (BECTA 2001, DfES 2001a) and eventually a 'schools based project' emerged in the WuC areas which was led by the Local Education Authority or Education Action Zone, as appropriate, with links being made through the local project management groups.  

The programme generally provided a flexible framework within which local areas could develop their own projects and targets.   Each of the seven projects developed their own priorities within this framework and many have welcomed and contrasted favourably this approach with the requirements of other funding streams which often require the achievement of predetermined quantitative targets (e.g. new jobs generated).  All the local projects had multiple aims, which transcend the economic and social agendas to varying degrees.  The aims and objectives of the local projects were couched in different, often general terms.  For example: 

'The project will seek to demonstrate how individual access to the Internet can transform opportunities for people living on the Estate by supporting new ways of accessing education, work, leisure and other services'  (Carpenters Estate)

The objectives articulated by another local project in a rural area are very different, namely to: 

· Improve access to ICT in public places and provide assistance to users to overcome any fears they have 

· Test accessibility of Government resources especially in relation to employment and education

· Help people to find work

· Encourage Lifelong Learning

· Deliver government and community information services in innovative ways

· Support the work of Government and European programmes (SRB, O2, LEADER+ Programme, Rural Development Programme)

· Engage in bottom up community regeneration

	· Improve community cohesion


A review of the local project bids and conversations with local stakeholders revealed similarities and differences between the aims and objectives of the projects. For example, two projects articulated a relatively strong employability/employment dimension to the project.   The Local Employment Service was a key partner in the Brampton project which sought to link local people with local job opportunities. A key aim of the Alston Cybermoor project was to develop ICT skills associated with broadband access to generate employment opportunities for local people and to promote economic inclusion.  Other projects placed greater emphasis on the general development of the local community (e.g. Blackburn) through home access.  One project focussed on the development of the infrastructure to enable provision of high bandwidth local services via innovative technology (e.g. Carpenters).  The two remaining projects (Liverpool and East Manchester) came under the umbrella of New Deal for Communities and sought to contribute to the wide ranging local regeneration agendas.  However all the projects had multiple and interlinked objectives. 

3.2 Review of local projects

The local projects had different forms of partnership, adopted varying technologies, encouraged participation and attempted to overcome financial and skills related barriers to Internet use in a variety of ways.  These issues are explored below:
3.2.1 An overview of the organisation and management of local projects

Government policy is increasingly based on a 'partnership approach' to intervention, including some combination of the public, private, voluntary and community sectors.  Partnership was a key element in the delivery of WuC and the nature and depth of partnerships across the programme, and within the WuC projects, is highly variable. Table 3.1 provides a summary of the lead organisation, accountable body and other key partners represented on the management group of each local project. The Local Authority was the accountable body in all but one of the WuC areas.

The management and organisation of local projects are summarised in each of the local case studies contained in Appendix 1 of this report.  These case studies form the basis of the following summary of partnership and management related implementation issues.

Several of the WuCs were situated in areas undergoing considerable regeneration activity and subject to other area based interventions.  For example two of the areas (Kensington and East Manchester) were designated 'New Deal for Community' areas although examination of the individual case studies reveals that the extent to which the WuC project was integrated into regeneration activities varied widely. Both these areas had Education Action Zones as did a further area, Blackburn East.  Newham Council has played a major role in the maintenance and regeneration of Carpenters Estate which is adjacent to a further major regeneration scheme in the East of London. In East Manchester and Newham the WuC group also contained key representatives responsible for ICT developments in the area more generally.  In contrast the WuCs in the two rural areas were developed by local community organisations with the Local Authority role largely limited to ensuring accountability and the number of agencies or institutions and  the extent of partnership working was much less evident than in the urban areas.   There was little evidence of multi-agency partnership working in the coalfield area (Brampton), however the Borough Council played a key role in the development and implementation of the WuC project. 

Table 3.1: Partnership bodies
	Area
	Lead organisation
	Accountable body 
	Steering Group Partners

	Kensington, Liverpool
	Kensington,  NDC
	Liverpool City Council
	Kensington Regeneration, Community representatives, Private sector contractors

John Moores University - Centre for Digital Content, Excite Education Action Zone, GONW, DfES

	Alston, Cumbria
	Voluntary Action Cumbria (VAC)
	Cumbria County Council
	Community representatives, DfES

	Brampton, South Yorkshire
	Rotherham Borough Council 
	Rotherham Borough Council 
	Granada Media, Granada Learning, Community representatives, DfES

	Carpenters Estate, Newham
	Newham Council
	Newham Council
	Carpenters Road Tenant Management Association, Newham College of FE, University of East London, MASE Integration and Communications Ltd, DfES

	Blackburn East
	Blackburn East Community Help  (BEACH)
	Blackburn and Darwen Borough Council 
	Blackburn Regeneration  Partnership, Blackburn College, Blackburn Partnership, Bootstrap Enterprises, DfES

	East Manchester
	East Manchester NDC 
	Manchester City Council
	East Manchester Residents Forum, New East Manchester Ltd, East Manchester Education Action Zone, Various Private Sector Organisations, DfES

	Framlingham
	Suffolk ACRE 
	Suffolk ACRE
	District Council, County Council

EEDA, Community representatives, DfES

	
	
	
	


Source Local project managers 
Two of the WuC areas had seen ICT-related developments over a period of years prior to WuC and as a result the partnerships had reached a level of maturity based upon common experiences associated with the development and delivery of ICT projects.  For example in East Manchester an initial pilot project (known as East Serve) provided 300 PCs to residents and developed a community website. In Newham the Local Authority had been heavily involved with 'Newham Online' which was set up as a network of local organisations and individuals working together to ensure that the area benefited from the opportunities presented through ICTs.  There had been much less ICT-related development activity in the other WuC areas, and as such, the strategic leadership was largely emergent and the partnerships formative.  

Each local project convened a management group to oversee the implementation of the project.  Several partners outlined in the original bids did not participate in the delivery of the project whereas some partners not mentioned in the bid subsequently became involved in the management of the local project.  This occurred for a variety of reasons including the evolving nature and focus of the local project and the implementation timeframe.  The local context is summarised in more detail in the individual case studies (Appendix 1). 

Revenue funding was required to fund a small project team and associated development activities such as the provision of training and community engagement. This appeared to be less of an issue in East Manchester and Newham. In East Manchester, WuC was part of the much wider support infrastructure including UK online centres, the Education Action Zone and the local Further Education providers were already a key element of the local regeneration partnership.  In Newham the emphasis of WuC was placed in the first instance on the development of the telecommunication and interface technologies as opposed to the engagement of the local community or training provision.  This was already available through the UK online centre on the estate and through the outreach of local Further and Higher Education providers more generally.  In Blackburn the Further Education College played a key role in the development of the training element of the project and the Local Authority helped to identify and access streams of revenue funding.  Obtaining revenue funding in the rural areas proved to be a considerable challenge.   For example, in Framlingham the limited resources resulted in a smaller project implementation team than had been planned.  Limited resources also hampered community development and outreach work in Brampton.

Highly variable private sector involvement was evident in the programme.  Strategic involvement of private sector organisations (in terms of playing a key part in the original proposal) was limited to four WuC areas. The private sector played a leading role in the strategic development and implementation of WuC in Brampton.  However the key private sector partner went into receivership during implementation halting local implementation for several months.  In East Manchester a small private sector consultancy played a strategic role in the development of an initial pilot, providing PC technology to residents and the development of a community website.  They worked closely with the East Manchester NDC regeneration partnership as part of a much wider and deeper renewal programme and contributed (as a supplier) to the technical aspects of website development in three of the other WuC areas.  The local private sector ISP went into liquidation during the delivery of WuC in East Manchester and this halted local implementation for a period of time. 

 In Framlingham a local web-design company contributed to the development of the project and sits on the local steering group. There were again problems with private sector suppliers as the PC supplier went into receivership and caused delays in local implementation.  In Newham, the Local Authority had existing links over time with several private sector suppliers, most notably within the context of WuC, MASE Integration and Communications Ltd (infrastructure providers).  Whilst there were delays in the development of the innovative technological solution being provided through WuC, the relationships with the private sector have endured through WuC.  It has developed further links with other private sector organisations such as PACE and Microsoft.

In other areas the private sector were less involved in the strategic development of the WuC project but played a key role as suppliers of hardware, software and technical assistance. There were examples of private sector suppliers adapting practice to accommodate the aspirations for WuC.  For example the equipment suppliers in several WuCs provided training for local people to enable them to install the equipment.  However most areas reported examples of technical problems associated with the equipment provided and the quality of the technical support provided through suppliers help desks.

3.2.2 Type of technology

One of the key aims of the WuC Programme was to 'test' the appropriateness of a range of technologies available to connect people with the Internet during project implementation.  The sourcing and 'roll out' of the technology was the primary concern of the local project teams.  In the phase 1 area (Kensington), a technical team was recruited to set up the technology in the home and respond to maintenance and technical problems.  A similar approach was adopted in Brampton and East Manchester where an Intermediate Labour Market (ILM) was used to employ local people to install the equipment in residents' homes and provide further technical assistance.  In Alston a local supplier was used on a temporary basis to install the equipment.  The private sector provider played a key role in providing training to develop the skills of the local people who subsequently installed the equipment.  In Blackburn and Framlingham the whole process was subcontracted with the equipment supplier delivering, installing and setting up machines in residents' homes.   In some instances the installation process was used as an opportunity to assess skills levels and encourage involvement in further training. 

The technologies underpinning the local projects are summarised in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2: Technology

	
	Interface Device
	Telecommunications

	
	NewPCs
	Recycled PCs
	Set-top boxes
	Dial up connection
	Broadband

	Kensington, Liverpool
	
	*
	
	*
	

	Alston, Cumbria
	*
	
	
	*
	*

	Brampton, South Yorkshire
	
	
	*
	
	

	Carpenters Estate, Newham
	
	
	*
	
	*

	Blackburn East
	*
	
	
	*
	

	East Manchester
	*
	*
	*
	*
	*

	Framlingham
	*
	
	
	*
	*

	
	
	
	
	
	


Source  DfES monitoring information
Several projects (Kensington, Framlingham, Blackburn) were initially based upon the use of 'recycled PCs'.  However problems associated with the reliability of the hardware and its relatively low specification (below the minimum specified by some providers, e.g. NTL) were identified through the experiences of the Phase 1 project. In the light of this experience, two phase 2 projects (Framlingham and Blackburn) swapped reliance upon recycled PCs to a preference for new PCs. Alston also provided new PCs to its residents. East Manchester offered a combination of set-top box, new and recycled PCs and networked computers. The PCs in all areas were typically 'entry level' multi-media devices with a 600Mhz-1Ghz processor, 128 RAM, 20 Gb Hard disc with dial up access to the Internet.

Brampton and Newham adopted 'set-top box' technology.  The Brampton project used technology already available in the marketplace ('Net Gem Box') supplied by ITV Digital.  Newham adopted arguably the most innovative technological approach in the Programme using a unique set-top box to provide PC functionality (through Microsoft software) along with broadcast technology to provide high bandwidth services (such as video on demand and video games).  In the other areas, Alston, Manchester and Framlingham, the projects sought to develop the infrastructure to enable broadband services to be provided to a limited spatial area within their WuC.

3.2.3 Developing local content

The development of a website providing local content became a priority, second only to the roll out of the technology in the community in most of the WuC areas.  A range of different methods have been adopted across the programme.   For example visioning and online games workshops were used to engender local interest in Kensington (www.l7kensington.com) and to provide the basis for further development.  These were used to identify opportunities and to start up small teams to lead on mini-projects to develop local services.   These included the development of local approaches to:

· e-government

· education, employment and lifelong learning

· business development

· local content.
This model, to involve the community in developing ideas and a strategy for development, was also adopted to varying degrees in Framlingham and Alston.  In Framlingham a DfES-funded consultant provided some support for early development.  In Alston the project team sought to engender local interest through a variety of awareness raising and networking activities.

In the urban areas (East Manchester, Newham and Blackburn) WuC built on established ICT developments, which were very different in scale and scope across each community. The local Authority in Newham were heavily involved in long term developments to realise the potential of ICT and WuC provided the opportunity to develop broadband links between service providers and residents which could be used to deliver services in the home. A Carpenters Website existed prior to the WuC intervention, however the Media Trust (http://www.mediatrust.org) had also been active in the area, encouraging the development of local content for distribution across the network and the site has been re-launched (www.newham.org.uk/wired).   In East Manchester, an Internet Site existed (Eastserve1) and had developed interactive personalised access to local services (e.g. Benefits, housing, requests for council services, Police Information).  This was further refined during the WuC programme and the website further developed (www.eastserve.com) to deliver services in line with the priorities of the local New Deal For Community Programme. In Blackburn, an existing community web-site had been developed and WuC provided the impetus to plan, refine and develop it further (www.Beonline.org.uk).    A website existed in Alston prior to WuC and WuC was seen as an opportunity to build upon this (www.cybermoor.org.uk).  No website existed prior to WuC in the other rural or coalfield areas, but sites were subsequently developed in Framlingham (www.suffolkonline.net) and Brampton (www.pit2net.co.uk).  Websites generally incorporated a mix of community information and links to statutory bodies although they were very different in style and content.

3.2.4 Engaging the local community 

A variety of approaches to engage individuals from local communities were used both within and between projects.  Projects established a physical presence in the local community and developed a range of outreach services contingent upon local priorities.

One of the first steps taken by the phase 1 project (Kensington) was to develop a physical presence in the high street.  This provided tangible evidence of the presence of the initiative and acted as a focus for the project.   Several phase 2 areas (Blackburn/Newham) already had established community centres which acted as a focus for the delivery of the project.  East Manchester could call on a network of local learning centres to promote the project and deliver training.  In Brampton, the local Miners Welfare Club was refurbished and was used to provide a local support centre.

The resources and approaches associated with outreach work were highly variable.  All projects raised awareness and encouraged participation through for example awareness raising events, leafleting, a freephone number, press releases and promotion through local learning centres.  The following are examples of other approaches adopted by the local WuCs:

· Use of a freephone telephone number to register an interest in the project.
· Close working with the Education Action Zone and local schools to promote interest in the project.
· Use of specialist agencies (e.g. Media Trust) to encourage local people to develop their own local content for a community broadcasting channel. 

· Community Forum to take account of the interests of the local community in the development and implementation of the local project and to promote the project within the community.
· Research on the doorstep to promote the project, assess potential demand and identify constraints/barriers.
· Use of a local social enterprise to talk to members of the local community and encourage local residents at most at risk of exclusion to participate.
· Recruitment of community champions to promote the project and to provide additional community based support.
3.2.5 Overcoming financial barriers

One of the key barriers to the use of the Internet amongst disadvantaged communities has been identified as the cost of the technology.  WuC has helped to address this 'access barrier' to varying degrees.  In all but one of the WuCs, the interface hardware, along with some software (usually MS Office or derivative) and peripherals (such as printers) were delivered and installed in the residents' homes free of charge. In East Manchester a complex set of charging arrangements existed dependent upon the residents' preferred choice of technology.   A local Credit Union was able to provide the necessary finance for residents if required.

Residents were generally provided with three months free Internet access as part of the 'offer' (the exception being the Phase 1 project).  However in some instances, where residents were currently using cable telecommunications, the local supplier limited this access to set-top box devices. 

In order to smooth the costs of Internet use in the home once the free trial period finished, one of the projects adopted an innovative scheme based on the use of 'plastic cards' which were used to credit a user account.  These 'Splash Plastic' cards (based on a similar 'pay as you go' system adopted for mobile phones) could be 'topped up' at a variety of local outlets including shops and post offices.  Broadband services were in varying stages of development in four of the WuC areas and at the time of publication it is planned to offer these services at rates below those currently available in the local area.

3.2.6 Training and support for local participants 

The development of training and support for local participants varied in scope and scale across the WuCs. Technical support services and basic training in the use of the technology was largely funded through WuC.  Further training and support activities were largely contingent upon use of the existing infrastructure, volunteers or the attraction of funds for bespoke delivery. 

The extent to which skill development was an integral element of the WuC project varied across the WuC areas.  In East Manchester and Blackburn it was integrated into the development and delivery of the local WuC project. Involvement was instigated through the registration process. For example, on registration in East Manchester, residents were invited to attend a three-hour training course delivered through a variety of community centres, UK online centres and the local College.  Following completion of the course residents received the PC.   In Blackburn all recipients of the equipment had to attend an initial awareness raising session before they were eligible to receive a WuC computer.  All participants were encouraged to undertake further training both through informal 'drop in' sessions delivered by tutors from Blackburn College in the local community centre and more structured courses of study (ECDL and CLAIT).   Both Blackburn and East Manchester undertook training of local people to encourage them to become involved in training delivery and to develop community ICT skills capacity more generally.

The scale and scope of integrated, structured training activity observed in Blackburn and East Manchester was less evident in the other areas.  However, some training was planned and delivered.  For example, in Brampton the local College of Further Education provided an introductory Internet course delivered in the local community centre.   In Alston, residents were signposted to introductory courses delivered in the local primary and secondary schools.  In Framlingham bespoke courses were commissioned, as existing courses were felt to be too advanced and these were marketed and promoted by the project team and delivered through local venues. 

Informal training opportunities were provided to varying degrees in each of the WuC areas.  These included 'drop in' sessions at the local community centre and one to one coaching in the home (particularly for those who had physical limitations).  Local community ‘champions’ also offered informal support in the community.

3.3 Section summary 

The WuC programme was largely 'experimental' in nature in the sense of avoiding prescription in terms of delivery structures and outputs that should be achieved.  It funded seven area based pilot projects to provide ICT to enable home access to the Internet and to develop associated services which help to overcome barriers to use of the internet.  Partnership was a key characteristic in the delivery of WuC but the nature and depth of partnership activity across the programme was highly variable. 

The sourcing and roll out of the technology along with the development of a community website proved to be the primary concern of local project implementation. The development of training and support for local participants varied in scope and depth across the WuC areas.  Technical support services and basic training in the use of the technology by the installation team was funded through WuC.  Further training and support activities were largely contingent upon the use of the existing education infrastructure, volunteers or the attraction of funds for bespoke delivery. 

4 Initial outcomes for beneficiaries in the WuC areas

This section of the report draws largely on the primary research conducted in the WuC areas to assess the initial outcomes of the intervention on local residents receiving WuC technology. The characteristics of respondents are reviewed and the baseline data is used to explore the characteristics of Internet users.  The data from the follow up surveys is used to investigate the outcomes associated with the aims and objectives of the WuC programme. 

4.1 Characteristics of respondents 

Administrative data from the local projects provided the sample base for the survey in each local area. Each local project provided a list of at least 600 people who had registered an interest in the project.  A doorstep survey was conducted with a random sample of project participants using a structured questionnaire containing 46 closed questions and 10 open questions.  Between 160 and 216 interviews were completed in each area to establish a baseline position in terms of use of the Internet, current and past learning activity, and measures of social cohesion prior to the local implementation of the programme.  Follow up interviews were completed 6-9 months later to explore the use and utility of the technology adopted to access the internet and the impact of its use on a range of 'proxy' measures of learning, employment and social cohesion.  A high response rate of 72% was achieved across the programme for the follow up survey, however there was variation across the individual projects with response rates ranging from 63% in East Manchester to 84% in Brampton (Table 4.1). 

Table 4.1: Local survey response

	
	Baseline N
	Follow up N
	Response rate

	
	
	
	

	Alston 
	163
	118 
	72.4%

	Blackburn 
	209
	157 
	75.1%

	Brampton 
	196
	164 
	83.7%

	Carpenters 
	201
	N/a
	N/a

	East Manchester 
	176
	111 
	63.1%

	Framlingham 
	205
	139 
	67.8%

	Kensington 
	216
	146
	67.6%

	
	
	
	

	Overall
	1366
	835
	71.7%


No follow up survey was undertaken in the Carpenters WuC area as very few set-top boxes had been delivered into residents homes by October 2002.  A survey is planned to be completed in March 2003.   Thirty-five respondents who had registered for the technology but had not yet received it were removed from the analysis.   The analysis of outcomes is based on the resulting sample of 800 WuC residents who had received the technology in the home at the time of the follow up survey.  Analysis of the socio demographic characteristics of the two samples reveals little response bias across the programme.  The profile of respondents to the baseline and follow up surveys is outlined in Table 4.2. The respondents to the baseline survey in Carpenters are not included in the following analysis as no responses are available from a follow up survey.

Table 4.2: Characteristics of respondents: Baseline and Follow up in WuC areas

	
	N=1165
	N=800

	
	Baseline
	Follow up

	Gender
	
	

	Male
	563 (48.3%)
	397 (49.6%)

	Female
	602 (51.7%)
	403 (50.4%)

	Ethnicity
	
	

	White
	1076 (92.4%)
	751 (93.9%)

	Non white
	83 (7.1%)
	49 (6.1%)

	Declined to answer
	6 (0.5%)
	

	Age
	
	

	16-24
	55 (4.7%)
	36 (4.6%)

	25-44
	583 (50.0%)
	383 (47.9%)

	45-64
	368 (31.6%)
	264 (33.0%)

	65+
	158 (13.6%)
	116 (14.5%)

	Declined to answer
	1 (0.1%)
	1 (0.1)

	Qualification
	
	

	Below NVQ3
	741 (63.6%)
	523 (65.4%)

	NVQ3 or above
	321 (27.6%)
	202(25.3%)

	Other
	103 (8.9%)
	75 (9.3%)

	Employment Status
	
	

	In work
	607 (52.2%)
	403 (50.4%)

	Out of work
	339 (29.1%)
	242 (30.3%)

	Retirement
	187 (16.1%)
	135 (16.8%)

	Other
	30 (2.6%)
	20 (2.5%)

	Health
	
	

	Long term illness/disability
	173 (14.8%)
	119 (14.9%)

	Type of area
	
	

	Coalfield
	196 (16.8%)
	153 (19.1%)

	Rural
	368 (31.6%)
	243 (30.4%)

	Urban
	601 (58.7%)
	404 (50.5%)


Source: Baseline (n=1165) and follow up (n=800) survey of Individuals 2001/2002 

The socio-demographic characteristics of respondents were obtained through self-classification, although several characteristics have been compiled through aggregation of specific responses contained in the questionnaire.  For example, research has identified those with a qualification level below NVQ level 3 as at risk of social exclusion and the data has been coded and aggregated to enable the analysis to reflect this policy priority.  In relation to employment status, those 'out of work' include people claiming unemployment benefit as well as respondents identifying themselves as 'retired' but of working age, those suggesting that they are 'looking after home and family' and those who are not working due to ill health or disability.  This is because those not in the workplace (including for example women returners and people with disabilities) have been identified as particularly at risk of exclusion from digital access. 18 respondents were classified as 'other' and the majority of these are in full time or part time education.

The information collected through the survey was supplemented by qualitative information collected through nine discussion groups conducted in the communities.  At least one group was conducted in each area and the groups were used to explore a range of issues associated with the WuC process and use of the Internet.

4.2 Use of the Internet prior to WuC
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The baseline survey established the position across a range of relevant issues including current use of the Internet, learning activity and participation in local groups prior to the WuC intervention.  Figure 4.1 provides an illustration of the use of the Internet in the WuC areas prior to the intervention and contracts this with nationally available statistics.
Overall just over one third of respondents (34.4%) had used the Internet prior to participating in WuC. This is well below national levels as indicated in recent surveys.  A National Statistics Omnibus survey (ONS, 2001) covering the period January to March 2001 (about the time the second phase projects delivered equipment to the WuCs) indicates that 51% of adults in Great Britain have accessed the Internet at some time. 

Under one in five respondents in the WuC areas (16.2%) had accessed the Internet from their home.  Comparisons with national data suggest that residents in the WuCs overall were less likely to have accessed the Internet at home than those in Britain more generally.  Estimates of home access at a national level vary from 30% reported in the Benchmark Survey (DfEE 2001) to 37% in the National Omnibus Survey (ONS 2001).

4.2.1 A profile of Internet Users in the WuC areas prior to the intervention

Analysis of the characteristics of those WuC residents who had used the Internet previously at home, at work or in a variety of other locations confirm some of the dynamics of the 'digital divide' identified in section 2 of this report.  The analysis investigates the probability of previous use of the Internet, comparing it with the average overall for the WuCs and applying a statistical test (chi-square) to measure the variation and test for significance.  The results are presented in Table 4.3. 

The likelihood of Internet users being younger, 'better qualified' and having school age children is confirmed by the baseline survey.  The survey results suggest that there are highly significant differences associated with age, qualification and school age children in the household and the propensity to have used the Internet.  There are also significant differences apparent in terms of employment status, with those in work more likely than others to have used the Internet previously.  

The data suggest that whilst men are more likely to be users of the Internet than women,the difference is not statistically significant.  The analysis also suggests that the majority of Internet users came from a section of the community which classed itself 'white' in terms of ethnicity. 

Table 4.3: Profile of the characteristics of respondents who had previously used the Internet (n=1165)  

	
	Had used the Internet before WuC (%)
	Had home access before WuC (%)

	Gender
	
	

	Male 
	51.9
	60.8**

	Female
	48.1
	39.2**

	Ethnicity
	
	

	White
	92.0**
	95.8**

	Non-white
	7.5
	3.7*

	Refused
	0.5
	0.5

	Age
	
	

	16-24
	9.0**
	3.2

	25-44
	57.6**
	52.9

	45-54
	29.2**
	36.5**

	65 and over
	4.2**
	7.4**

	Highest Qualification
	
	

	Below NVQ level 3
	43.9**
	39.7**

	Level 3 or above
	45.6**
	48.1**

	Other
	10.5
	12.2

	Employment Status
	
	

	In work
	62.8**
	72.5**

	Out of work
	26.9
	18*

	Retired
	4.2**
	6.3**

	Other
	6.0
	3.1

	Health
	
	

	Long term illness/disability
	10.0**
	9.5**

	School age children 
	
	

	Yes
	53.6**
	53.7**

	No 
	46.4**
	46.3**

	
	
	


Source: Baseline survey of Individuals 2001(n=1165)  

** Significant at the 99% level * Significant at the 95% level (Chi Square test)

The findings associated with the use of the Internet at home also reinforce the notion of a 'divide' in this context. Those with 'higher qualifications' and those with school age children in the household were more likely to be users of the Internet at home.  However some further differences are apparent in the data.  Whilst there is little difference in relation to gender associated with Internet use from any location, men were significantly more likely than women to have accessed the Internet in the home.  By age, those aged between 45-55 were significantly more likely to have access to the Internet in the home, whereas those above 55 were significantly less likely to have accessed the Internet in the home.  Furthermore those out of work joined those that are retired as a group who are significantly less likely to have access to the Internet in the home.   

4.3 WuC technology and the use of the Internet

According to programme monitoring information provided by DfES, by October 2002 the WuC programme had delivered 9,100 PCs and set-top boxes into seven communities containing in the region of 19,450 households.  Most homes were connected via a PC, with 6058 homes receiving new PCs and a further 2509 receiving recycled PCs.  A further 583 set-top boxes were delivered to homes in one WuC area (Figure 4.2).  
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The technologies delivered to the residents responding to the follow up survey in the local areas are summarised in Table 4.4. 

Table 4.4: WuC technologies received by respondents to the follow up survey 

	
	N
	% all respondents 

	PC
	491
	61.4%

	Set-top box
	151
	18.9%

	Recycled PC
	155
	19.4%

	Laptop
	3
	0.40%

	
	800
	100.00%


Source: Follow up survey of Individuals 2002(n=800)  

More than six in ten respondents to the follow up survey in the WuCs received new Internet ready PCs with dial up access to the Internet.  This broadly reflects the proportion of new PCs delivered across the programme.  These were provided in four of the WuC areas namely Alston, Blackburn, East Manchester and Framlingham.  Almost 20% of respondents received set-top box technology (which was readily available in the market). These respondents were all located in Brampton.  A further 17% of all respondents received recycled PCs and the majority of these were located in the Phase 1 area (Kensington).  Comparison with the programme monitoring data provided by DfES suggests that the research sample contains a higher proportion of set-top box users and a lower proportion of recycled PC users when compared with the programme overall.

The aim of the WuC programme was to ensure that communities are not further excluded from engaging with online consumer and government services.   Consequently it is not the provision of the technology itself which is the key outcome but the extent and range of use that the technology is put to by those receiving it.   

4.3.1 Use and non-use of the WuC equipment

Just under three-quarters of residents receiving the WuC equipment had used it to access the Internet.   However more than one quarter (25.5%) have not used the WuC technology to access the Internet.   The majority of these (84%) were resident in three areas (Brampton, Kensington and East Manchester).  Analysis of the text responses within the questionnaire and the comments at the discussion groups held in the local communities revealed multiple explanations for non-use.  

By far the most common explanation provided for non-use relates to a 'lack of interest' in the Internet.  Almost half of the respondents who did not use the WuC technology to access the Internet reported that they were 'not interested' in what they thought it had to offer or said that they had 'not had the time' to look.  These respondents generally valued the technology (whether it be set-top box or PC) for applications other than using the Internet. Set-top box users tended to emphasize the free premium channel which came with the set-top box.  Others, who had obtained a PC suggested that they got it to 'do their books', to play games on or 'to catch up with their children'.

A further 10-15% of non-Internet users reported that they did not have the necessary skills or knowledge to use the Internet. 10% said that they had other technology in the home which they used to access the Internet (this was particularly prevalent where residents had been provided with set-top box technology).  A further 10% noted problems associated with the link to the Internet infrastructure ranging from problems with modems, extensions to telephone points and valid password/user-names to enable connection.

As one might expect, the majority of those who used the WuC technology to access the Internet (85%) suggested that their use had increased since getting the technology in the home.    There appear to be a relatively large proportion of regular Internet users with almost half (48.9%) reporting that they used the Internet at least once a day.  A further 30% reported that they used it at least twice a week.  However, almost one in five (17%) used the Internet less than once a month.  

A substantial proportion of respondents who were Internet users appear to have developed some confidence in the Internet, with more than four in ten (41.8%) people suggesting that they had used the Internet to shop or bank online.  A much smaller proportion (6.4%) had used the Internet to request information and receive a response from a local council or any other government department.  

4.4 Training and learning

A short-term objective of the WuC programme was to encourage the development of ICT skills and to support the learning of adults and children. The WuC programme sought to help to overcome some of the Internet access barriers associated with user skills through the development and provision of local learning opportunities.  The surveys in the WuCs provide an indication of the impact of the intervention on the recipients training activity and (where appropriate) the support they provide for their children's learning in the home.

Almost half (47.6%) of the respondents had received some training to help them use the Internet.  However, the majority of respondents (52.4%) reported that they did not receive any training.   The training typically covered basic use of the technology provided through WuC and the development of a variety of skills to enable the resident to search the Internet or communicate with others by, for example, sending e-mail.   The vast majority of the respondents (96%) undertaking training were satisfied with the training provided. The small minority who were not satisfied articulated a range of reasons.  For example:

'The training was too advanced' or alternatively 

'the training was too basic'

'It was not long enough, they went through it too quickly'

'attended a course for 3 days but didn’t continue due to difficulties understanding English'

A further dimension of the impact of the WuC intervention of particular interest to policy makers is the extent to which it supported adult and child learning.  The research developed limited indicators to gain a flavour of learning in the home in relation to supporting homework.  45% of respondents (n=361) who had received the WuC technology had school age children at home.  The majority of these (69.8%) had used the WuC technology to help their children with their homework or learning related activity. 

4.5 Employment prospects

A medium term objective of WuC is to promote economic inclusion and improve the employment prospects of people.   Whilst it may be too early to assess the contribution of WuC to this objective at this time, the survey provides an indication of the short-term outcomes associated with the project.

Only 46 respondents in the WuC areas (5.8%) suggested that their 'employment situation' had changed in the six to nine month period between the baseline and the follow up survey.  The direction of the change is multiple with people moving from full time to part time work and vice versa, moving from full time education to work, moving from registered unemployed into work or out of work but not claiming benefit.  Arguably of most interest to policy makers are those who moved from a position out of work into work which reflects a positive outcome associated with alleviating economic exclusion.  The survey results suggest that sixteen people had moved from a position out of the workplace into work.  Eight had returned to work after a period of 'looking after home and family', two had moved from full time education into full time work and four had moved from registered unemployment into full or part time work.   One had returned to full time employment following a period of ill health and a further retired person had obtained a part time job.  Seven people had moved out of the workplace due to a variety of circumstances including looking after home and family or illness. 

Ten people attributed the change in status at least partially to involvement in WuC.  Eight of these people suggested that the WuC technology had been used to 'look at job opportunities' on the Internet.  One specifically noted the opportunities posted by the Job Centre.  One further respondent reported that they had used the WuC technology to develop ICT skills at home.  

4.5.1 Searching for information

Information has a key role to play (alongside other services such as training, advice and guidance) in connecting people to the labour market.  For example, information on welfare benefits and job availability are key inputs into the decision-making of individuals in disadvantaged communities when they are seeking employment opportunities.  The Internet provides the opportunity for individuals to widen the scope of their job search and to search out vacancies for themselves along with access to training opportunities and other important sources of labour market information. 

One participant in the local discussion group noted:
'I could use it to look at potential jobs and go on to investigate the companies offering them' (Female, mid thirties, 3 children)

The surveys investigated the extent to which people used the Internet to search for different types of information which may effect their social or economic situation.  The results are summarised in Figure 4.3.  The results enable comparison between the likelihood of using the Internet to search for, for example job opportunities, with other search activity of interest to policy makers.

Almost one third of respondents who had used the Internet reported that they used it to search for job opportunities.  Almost one quarter used it to search for health information.  However the most 'popular' use in terms of the options presented to the respondents was to use the Internet to search for 'what's on locally'.   One in five people had used it to search for information from the local council.   However, over a quarter of Internet users had not used the Internet to search for any of the options presented to them as listed in Figure 4.3. 
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Respondents were asked to report the extent to which they had used the Internet to look at a selection of government websites and the results are presented in Table 4.5. 

Table 4.5: Respondents visiting selected websites

	
	% of Internet users

	www.worktrain.gov.uk
	4.49%

	www.nhsdirect.gov.uk
	8.97%

	www.childcarelink.gov.uk
	2.72%

	www.(local wuc site) 
	68.9%

	www.dss.gov.uk
	6.25%

	www.learndirect.co.uk
	18.43%

	www.ukonline.co.uk
	6.09%

	
	


Source: Follow up survey of Individuals 2002(n=800)  

Almost one in five Internet users (18.43%) visited www.learndirect.co.uk. However far fewer people visited the other government sites with less than 10% visiting www.nhsdirect.nhs.uk and less than 5% visiting the website which is designed to link citizens with employment and learning opportunities (www.worktrain.gov.uk).  The local website developed by each of the WuC projects was the most 'popular' and was visited by 68.9% of Internet users in the WuC areas.

4.6 Social Cohesion

The long-term aim of the programme was improved social cohesion through greater use of the Internet in WuC areas.  In order to gain an insight into the level of 'community involvement' in the local areas, respondents to the baseline survey were asked if they were actively involved with any one of a range of named groups (listed in Table 4.6).   

Table 4.6: Community actions undertaken by respondent in last three years

	
	%

	Contacted a local councillor
	5.3

	Contacted a member of parliament
	2.7

	Signed a petition
	8.8

	Stood for election in any organisation
	1.3

	Attended a public meeting
	8.8

	Done some voluntary work
	13.2

	Helped in fund raising
	10.3

	Voted in an election
	62.5

	None of the above
	26.8

	
	


Source: Baseline survey of Individuals 2001(n=1165)  

The Internet has the potential to facilitate communication between local people and a variety of groups and the survey data allows investigation of practice in local communities.  The findings from the follow up surveys suggest that a small proportion of Internet users used the technology to find information about a variety of community groups.  The results are summarised in Table 4.7.

Table 4.7: Used the Internet to find /send information

	
	Find information
	Send information

	
	Internet users (%)
	Internet users(%)

	Residents’/Tenants’ Association
	3.85%
	0.48%

	Trade Union
	1.28%
	0.64%

	Political Party
	0.80%
	0.16%

	Self Help/Support Group
	1.28%
	0.64%

	School Governing Body/PTA
	2.40%
	0.96%

	Youth Activities/Club
	1.76%
	0.64%

	Religious Group
	1.44%
	0.16%

	Sports or Social Club
	4.81%
	0.96%

	Women’s Group or organisation
	0.96%
	0.16%

	Other
	0.96%
	0.32%

	Not used for the above
	86.06%
	95.83%

	
	
	


Source: Follow up survey 2002(Internet users only n=596)
The survey suggests that about 9% of people used the Internet to find information about sports or social clubs and in the WuC residents'/tenants' associations.  Generally, finding information about the range of (prompted) community groups through the Internet was uncommon with almost 90% (86.06%) of Internet users in the WuCs reporting that they did not use it to find out information about any community group.    Communicating directly with a group via the Internet was even more uncommon with less than 5% of Internet users using the technology to send information to a group.

4.7 Section summary 

This section of the report has drawn on primary research undertaken with residents in the WuCs to explore the initial impact of the interventions.   Analysis of the results from the baseline survey confirms many of the characteristics of the 'digital divide'. 

The follow up survey results provide an indication of the use of the technology provided through WuC.  Key findings include:

· Almost three quarters of respondents (74.5%) receiving the technology had used it to access the Internet.
· However more than a quarter (25.5%) had not used it to access the Internet with almost half of these suggesting that 'they are not interested in it' with a further 10-15% suggesting that they did not have the necessary skills to use the Internet. 

· The provision of the technology had had a positive impact on those who had used it. 85% of those using the WuC technology to access the Internet suggested that their use had increased since receiving the technology. Almost half reported that they used the Internet daily.  A substantial proportion of adults developed some confidence in the Internet as evidenced by just over four in ten people using it to shop or bank online. 

A short-term objective of the WuC programme was to encourage the development of ICT skills and to support the learning of local adults and children.  The findings suggest that:

· 47.6% of respondents reported that they had received some training to use the Internet. 

· the majority (69.8%) of those with school age children had used the WuC technology to help their children with their homework or other learning related activity.

A medium term objective of WuC was to promote economic inclusion and improve the employment prospects of people.  Whilst it may be too early to assess the contribution of WuC to this objective, the research provides an indication of the short-term outcomes associated with the project. These include:

· 46 respondents to the follow up survey (5.8%) reported that their employment situation had changed in the period between the baseline and the follow up survey.
· The direction of change was variable with some moving into work, some out of work and some into education. 

· Arguably of most interest to policy makers are those that have moved from a position out of the workplace into work.  16 people reported that they had made this transition and ten of these attributed the change in status (at least partially) to the use of the WuC technology which had enabled them to search for employment opportunities and check out prospective employers.

The long-term aim of the programme was improved social cohesion through greater use of the Internet.  With respect to this the analysis indicates that:

· 73.2% of respondents reported that they had undertaken one of a range of 'community actions' (including contacting local councilllor, attending a public meeting, doing voluntary work) in the three years prior to WuC.
· The survey of use of the WuC technology suggests that only 15% of Internet users used it to find information about a range of community based organisations with less than 5% using it to send information to such a group. 

5 An assessment of Programme performance

This section of the report provides an assessment of programme performance. It focuses on the extent to which the desired outcomes associated with the aims of the programme have been achieved.  The assessment of the initial outcomes on those residents participating in the programme is based on the primary research conducted in the WuC areas and in the matched comparator areas (MCA).  Whilst the comparisons between the WuC programme and the MCA data provide the most robust measures of performance, comparison between the WuC areas provide routes for useful discussion in order to learn from some of the issues emerging through the implementation of the programme.  However, caution is advised where direct comparisons are made between the WuCs, as factors such as differences in the aims of local projects and the socio-demographic profile of residents can have a significant impact on the outcome measures of the intervention at the local level.  The commentary is based around performance in terms of the four aims and objectives outlined by DfES at the start of the programme.

5.1 'Access'

Organising and managing the supply of technology into residents' homes proved to be a major challenge for all the local projects at varying times.   Discontinuities in supply and condensed implementation timeframes contributed to the difficulties facing those implementing the project locally.  The time taken in the development and roll out of an innovative technological approach in one WuC area was such that no technology had been delivered into residents' homes by October 2002.   The delivery of the technology by area is summarised in Table 5.1.

Table 5.1: Characteristics of WuC areas 
	Area name
	Units delivered
	Number of beneficiaries
	% attained

	Kensington, Liverpool
	2,000
	2,000
	100

	Alston, Cumbria
	667
	1,080
	61.7

	Brampton, South Yorkshire
	568
	1,200
	47.3

	Carpenters Estate, Newham
	0
	750
	N/a

	Blackburn East
	2,384
	2,400
	99.3

	East Manchester
	2,159
	4,500
	47.9

	Framlingham
	1,345
	1,350
	99.6

	
	
	
	


Source: DfES programme monitoring information (October 2002) 
After high levels of initial demand for the WuC technology, most projects struggled to reach the high levels of penetration they originally aspired to achieve to wire up 'a whole community'.  After considerable promotion and outreach work, a couple of areas widened the area they originally targeted in order to distribute the units they had contracted to supply.  Consequently measuring 'penetration' is problematic given the changing implementation boundaries and a lack of reliable local monitoring information and there are concerns which have been voiced by both local and national stakeholders that the intervention has not reached those most at risk of exclusion.  This highlights a tension between the need to deliver the programme within a set timeframe and the intensive approach often required to engage those most at risk of social exclusion.

Research conducted with 100 non-participants in each of the WuC areas in February/March 2002 provides an insight into the reasons for non-participation in local projects.   The research identified some intervention process issues in terms of promotion and marketing of the local project and information flows between the community and the local project team.  However the characteristics of the local areas present different challenges with the level of inward and outward migration, existing levels of home access, and negative perceptions associated with the value of using the Internet all affecting the propensity of residents to engage with WuC.  

Broadband access was provided in four of the WuC areas although it had not been developed and implemented across an entire WuC area during the programme period.  In Newham the technical infrastructure has been designed from the outset to provide high bandwidth services to all residents in the tower blocks (but not low-rise housing stock).  In East Manchester a Wireless System was being developed and should cover the whole area by March 2003.  In Alston a radio based infrastructure was developed and piloted in a limited area and was planned for roll out in December 2002.  In Framlingham a pilot project based on wireless connections was being developed in one of the local villages with a view to future roll out to other villages. No broadband access was evident in the remaining WuCs (Blackburn, Brampton, Kensington).
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The overview of the initial outcomes of the programme gained from the follow up survey in the WuCs found that 74.5% of respondents receiving WuC technology had used it to access the Internet.   There is, however, wide variation associated with local areas in the extent to which residents have used the WuC technology to access the Internet which implies that some approaches have been more effective than others in encouraging use of the Internet.  This is illustrated in Figure 5.1. 
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The proportion of people using the WuC technology to access the Internet exceeds 90% in three of the six WuC areas which suggests that the local intervention has been effective in encouraging home-use of the Internet in these areas.  What is more there is evidence that the majority of users (82%) across the programme had continued to use the Internet once the period of subsidy had ended. There were also encouraging signs that they planned to use the Internet in a relatively sophisticated way with about a half expecting to use the internet to shop or bank online.  About a quarter expected to use it to communicate with their local authority and about one in five expected to use it to 'learn at home'.  Over half expected to use it to find out 'what's on locally'. 

5.1.1 What about those who have stayed away?

In spite of the provision of free technology in the home, about a quarter of respondents to the follow up survey had not used the WuC technology to access the Internet. A contributory factor, particularly apparent in the areas where using the WuC technology to access the Internet is lowest (Brampton and Kensington), is associated with the type of technology provided through the project.  In Brampton the set-top box technology was criticised for its slow speed by users and this is likely to have filtered through to non-users in the community.  This, coupled with the way in which the technology was marketed in Brampton, which emphasised the entertainment aspects of the set-top box and the 'free premium channel' accompanying the WuC technology, may have limited interest in the Internet searching application at the outset.  In Kensington the unreliability of the refurbished PCs affected confidence in the technology.  However other factors conspired to affect initial use of the Internet.  For example free or subsidised access to the Internet was not included in the service offered in Kensington and the cost (real or perceived) of this has put people off.   Reasons for higher levels of non-use of the Internet in East Manchester are less transparent although the use of recycled PCs, persistent hardware problems and issues with the ISP are likely to have influenced the propensity to use the Internet.

In order to investigate the extent to which non-use was attributable to technological or other factors the survey respondents were asked if they were completely satisfied with the way in which the WuC equipment had worked.  Whilst the majority suggested that they were completely satisfied (66.4%) a substantial minority reported one problem or another.   About one third of these problems related to the hardware provided by WuC.   This was often related to monitor or hard-drive quality and reliability.   A further one third reported problems 'online' largely due to faulty modems or 'incorrect' passwords which totally restricted access to the Internet.   Almost half the respondents not using the technology to access the Internet cited a 'lack of interest' or 'lack of time' as the main explanation of non-use. 

5.2 Training and learning

Training formed a key element in some but not all local projects.  Two aspects of programme performance are explored in the following section of the report, firstly the incidence of training in each area and secondly the impact of the training on the propensity of residents to use the Internet.

5.2.1 Incidence of training 

There were major variations in the extent to which respondents report that they have received training to use the technology provided through WuC.  This is illustrated in Figure 5.2.
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The variation in the incidence of training may be explained at least partially by the structure of the local project or the local infrastructure more generally.  In the areas with the highest level of training (East Manchester and Blackburn), recipients of the WuC technology were required to attend introductory courses or sessions prior to receiving the technology.  This may have resulted in respondents being more likely to engage in training activity in these areas. In Blackburn and East Manchester members of the WuC partnership played a key role in the development and delivery of training opportunities which were integrated in the WuC project.   In Kensington, the WuC Learning Centre established in the early stages of the project remained underutilised by the community for a number of months.  However the discussion groups in Kensington suggested a range of courses already available locally and within easy reach by public transport which people had used to develop their computer and Internet skills. 

WuC respondents living in the rural areas were less likely to have received some training than their counterparts in the urban areas.  This may be partly explained by the structure of the project and problems associated with transport and local delivery of training often apparent in rural areas. WuC participants were not required to attend events prior to delivery of the equipment.   In Alston WuC participants were signposted to training centres situated in the local schools and one of the local centre managers reported 'a significant short term demand for introductory courses' but little impact on more structured forms of study.   In Framlingham the project adopted an approach which aspired to meet the needs of WuC participants through the conduct of a training needs analysis at the time of installation.  Consequently provision was developed towards the end of the programme (in line with local implementation of the project more generally).  The training needs analysis led to the development of bespoke local provision delivered through local outlets which have added to the portfolio of provision available locally.   However it is worth noting that the relatively low level of training activity in the rural areas does not appear to have affected the recipients’ propensity to use the Internet.  In both the rural areas more than 90% of WuC respondents have used the technology to access the Internet. 

The lowest take up of training was apparent in the coalfield area (Brampton).  This reflects both the type of technology provided through WuC and the lack of local provision that existed until very recently (October 2002).  The use of the set-top box was seen to be largely intuitive and little training in the use of the technology to access the Internet was offered through the team delivering the set-top boxes into residents' homes.  Furthermore, delivery by local providers through the community centre was not in place until towards the end of the project. 

5.2.2 The initial impact on use

Whilst there are many factors which influence the use of the Internet, the development of the required skills and knowledge is a fundamental pre-requisite of use and training is a key process by which these skills are developed.  However the survey data suggests that the training provided through the WuC project was insufficient in its own right to engender interest in the Internet in some instances as just over a half of the respondents who suggested that they did not use the Internet had received some form of training through WuC.   The Initial analysis of the responses to the survey suggests that the propensity to use the Internet was only marginally affected by the training received by an individual.  72% of people who had not received training had accessed the Internet in comparison with 77% of those who had received training.    The uptake of training did not appear to affect the frequency of Internet use with three-quarters of both those receiving training and those not receiving training reporting that they accessed the Internet at least once a week. 30% of those receiving training compared with 33% of those not receiving training reported that they used the Internet at least once a day. These findings draw attention to the importance of both the nature of the training received and other individual motivators or inhibitors which affect an individuals choice associated with their use of the Internet, all of which are worthy of further investigation.

The open questions in the survey, the local discussion groups and interviews with stakeholders in the local communities have helped to uncover some of these inhibiting factors which led to restricted or non-use of the Internet.  Some participants in the local discussion groups suggested that there was insufficient training both in terms of technical skills and Internet searching skills, which limited their use of the Internet.  Others suggested that they 'don’t know what they don’t know' and this limited usage.  Many of those involved in the delivery of local projects drew attention to the intensity of support required by new and novice users in the home.  This resulted in considerable pressure on local project teams, as users were unable to use the technology to their satisfaction and reported 'technical problems' which were subsequently diagnosed as 'user problems'.   A key finding from the research is that in-spite of providing the technology into the home, the local projects were unable to convince a significant minority of residents of the value of using the Internet, to provide them with the necessary skills and knowledge to overcome other constraints of usage.

There is however little doubt that a positive experience of training or support can engender interest in the use of the Internet.  The discussion groups noted the importance of the form of local delivery which needs to be sensitive to learner needs:

'Although I can access the Internet and I've got lots of friends and relations on the Internet I'd rather pick up the phone and talk….I'm not so confident using it and it was difficult to ask questions in class as everyone seemed to know so much more than me' 

‘I think to make the best use of the computers you need some one-to-one support for people who need it. The community champions could do this. Going to classes is sometimes a problem as you don’t like to say things in front of other people.’

‘Drop-in centres would be useful for providing support. You need to use different methods for different groups, computers are becoming second nature to children, but it’s different for older people, they may need more help in learning new skills.’

‘I would like to go to a class for people who were anxious and lacking in confidence. It would need to be organised on a one-to-one basis.’ 

5.3 Employment and information search 

Only 16 people moved from 'out of work' to 'in work' during the 6-9 month period between the baseline and follow up surveys.  However it is clear that providing people with access to the Internet affected the way in which searching for labour market information was undertaken.  In order to investigate searching for labour market information at the local level, responses from the survey were combined to provide a composite indicator of 'labour market' searching.  The composite indicator is based on the inclusion of those who indicated that they had searched for job opportunities, training or learning opportunities, information about business start up or benefits information in the follow up survey.  These respondents were identified as 'labour market searchers' and analysed by local area to provide an indication of the use of the WuC technology for this purpose.  The results are presented in Figure 5.3.
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The incidence of using the Internet to search for labour market information is governed by a variety of personal, social and economic factors, some of which may be influenced by the local project through the provision of support services or other information. The data suggests that just over half of respondents had used the Internet to search for at least one type of 'labour market' information. Respondents in Blackburn and Framlingham were most likely to have used the Internet for this type of activity although the reasons for this are unclear.   However, respondents in Brampton were far less likely to have used the Internet for these activities than respondents in other areas.  In Brampton it appears that the low use of the Internet for such purposes can be attributed with some degree of certainty to a combination of factors including the technology provided through the WuC project, the low level of interest in the Internet, and the lack of local support services integrated with the project. 

5.4 Social Cohesion 

Within the context of the WuC programme, the development of local content was seen to be a key 'first step' towards fostering greater social cohesion in the communities.  However the development of local content proved to be a problematic process for several of the WuC areas due to a combination of factors.  In particular, local projects commented unfavorably on the standard of service provided by private sector suppliers. The supplier supporting the development of a community website in three WuC areas did not deliver to the expectations of the local project teams.  This was particularly disconcerting in one area which had engaged a number of local people who were interested in developing local content but who subsequently became disenchanted with the experience of working with (to them) ineffective technological applications.  Generally the local projects reported that they had to undertake considerable development work to encourage residents to come forward and continue to contribute to the development of local content.  This proved to be a time consuming and resource intensive task for several local projects.   However all the projects have been able to develop a website or portal and continue to develop local content to varying degrees. 

In order to investigate a further aspect of social cohesion a relatively simple composite measure of Internet use was developed from the responses to the survey in the local WuCs. This measure was based on the consolidation of affirmative responses to using the Internet to find information about any of the named groups listed in Table 4.7 and the results are presented in Figure 5.4.
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Respondents to the follow up survey were more likely to have used the Internet to find information in East Manchester and least likely to have used it in Brampton.  However it is difficult to get a sense of 'connectedness' from the survey of local residents participating in WuC.  The discussion groups suggested that there was some impact on local connectedness with examples of people using the equipment to support local voluntary work.  However more generally it was the power of the Internet to overcome great distances that was greatly valued.  For example

A 60 year old man who had a visual disability had used the Internet to search for information relating to his medical condition and had found some information about a form of medication he had not tried.  He had obtained some of this from the United States and reported it to have been useful.  

Whilst we cannot make a judgement on the medical efficacy of the treatment, in the opinion of the individual at the time, it had been beneficial.  The impression gained from the local discussion groups was whilst there were some examples of using the Internet to contact 'local' people or to use it to develop new 'friends' over the Internet, the majority of people use it to communicate with existing family and friends. 

'I've a daughter in New Zealand and I found a website about the place she lived and it helped me to get a sense of her life over there' 

5.5 Towards an assessment of deadweight and additionality 

The surveys in the WuC areas provide an insight into the experiences of those engaged in the local projects and present a generally positive, if mixed (at the local level), view of the impact of the programme. Arguably of most interest to policy makers is the extent to which WuC has encouraged people to use the Internet for the first time and to subsequently remain online.  This is assessed in two ways: first by exploring deadweight within the WuC areas and secondly by comparing the change in activity of residents in the WuC areas with the activity of residents in matched comparison areas. 

5.5.1 Encouraging the first steps

The survey of non-participants identified that many residents did not participate in WuC because they already had the necessary technology to access the Internet in the home.

However, the baseline survey suggested that some people who already had home Internet access did come forward and receive technology through WuC.   Table 5.2 presents survey results associated with previous use of the Internet at home for each of the WuC areas at the time of the baseline survey. 

Table 5.2: % who had previously used the Internet by WuC area (All respondents n=1165)

	
	Had used the Internet at home before WuC (%)

	Alston 
	22.1%

	Blackburn 
	15.3%

	Brampton 
	20.9%

	East Manchester 
	6.8%

	Framlingham 
	27.8%

	Kensington 
	5.1%

	Overall 
	16.2


Baseline survey of WuC respondents 2001 (n=1165)

The data illustrate a wide variation in exposure to the Internet prior to the WuC intervention across the WuC areas.   Just over a quarter (27.8%) had used the Internet at home in Framlingham whereas home use was far less common in areas such as East Manchester and Kensington. 

To some this might reflect an element of programme deadweight with a substantial minority of respondents already having used the Internet at home.  However it appears that residents who had home-access generally used equipment which was below the specification offered through WuC or they wanted technology so that other people in the household could use it.  Users of the Internet prior to the WuC intervention formed an important element of wiring up a whole community and therefore represent only a partial indication of deadweight.  

However it is (arguably) the impact of the programme on participants who did not previously have home access that is of most interest to policy makers in an assessment of the effectiveness of the programme. 

5.5.2 Bridging the 'divide':Comparing residents in WuC and non-WuC areas

Surveys were conducted in four matched comparison areas selected using the process outlined in Appendix 2 of this report.  Baseline and follow up surveys were undertaken in the areas about three weeks after the surveys in the matched WuC area.   The survey response rates are summarised in Table 5.3.

Table 5.3 Local survey response

	
	Baseline N
	Follow up N
	Response rate

	Regent (Kensington) 
	206
	141
	68.4%

	Cudworth (Brampton)
	203
	140
	72.9%

	Wigton (Alston)
	208
	149
	72.6%

	Middleton West (East Manchester)
	206
	136
	49.0

	Overall
	823
	566
	68.7%


Baseline (n=823) and follow up (n=566) survey of MCA respondents 2001/2002

The sample attrition has been relatively small overall with almost 70% of respondents to the baseline survey contributing to the follow up survey.  There is some variation between areas with the lowest response rate apparent in one of the urban areas.  This mirrors the experience of the surveys in the WuC projects.  The characteristics of the MCA follow up survey sample are compared with those of the WuC survey sample in Table 5.4.

Table .5.4 Characteristics of respondents: Baseline and Follow up in WuC areas

	
	N=800
	N=566

	
	WuC Follow up
	MCA Follow up

	Gender
	
	

	Male
	397 (49.6%)
	251 (44.4%)

	Female
	403 (50.4%)
	314 (55.6%)

	Ethnicity
	
	

	White
	782 (94%)
	554 (97.9)

	Non white
	49 (6%)
	12 (2.1)

	Age
	
	

	16-24
	36 (4.6%)
	49 (8.7%)

	25-44
	383 (47.9%)
	283 (50.1%)

	45-64
	264 (33.00%)
	144 (25.5)

	65+
	116 (14.5%)
	89 (15.8)

	Declined to answer
	1 (0.1)
	

	Qualification
	
	

	Below NVQ3
	523 (65.4%)
	361 (63.8)

	NVQ3 or above
	202 (25.3%)
	160 (28.3)

	Other
	75(9.3%)
	45 (8.0%)

	Employment Status
	
	

	In work
	403 (50.4%)
	286 (50.5%)

	Out of work
	242 (30.3%)
	151 (26.6%)

	Retirement
	135 (16.9%)
	108 (19.1%)

	Other
	18 (2.3%)
	21 (3.7%)

	Health
	
	

	Long term illness/disability
	121 (14.5%)
	84 (14.8%)

	
	
	


The characteristics of the respondents to the follow up survey in the WuC and MCA were broadly similar.   There was little difference in relation to qualification, health and employment status.  Whilst there were differences in gender, ethnicity and age, these lie within normal sampling error and the conclusion to be drawn is that the samples provide a relatively sound basis for comparison at the programme level.

Comparing the experience of the residents within the WuC and MCA areas is used to gain an initial insight into the additionality and the counterfactual
 associated with key measures of the short term objectives associated with the WuC programme namely 'access' and 'training activity'. 

Figure 5.5 illustrates the change in the use of the Internet by respondents to the follow up survey in the WuC and MCA areas.
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The data illustrates the marked difference in the propensity of residents to use the Internet at home following the WuC programme.  As one would expect, this was far greater amongst WuC participants than residents in the MCA.   In terms of home use of the Internet, WuC has played a significant role in raising levels of home use to beyond the national average, whilst use in the MCA remained at or just under the national average.  59% of respondents in the WuC area compared with just 9% of respondents in the MCAs used the Internet at home for the first time during the period between the baseline and the follow up survey.   Whereas less than a quarter of respondents in the WuCs had not used the technology to access the Internet the majority of respondents in the MCA (59.6%) remain non-users at home. 

Similar positive outcomes associated with the incidence of training are apparent when the experience of residents in WuC areas is contrasted with the experiences of those in non-WuC areas.  Whilst the proportion of respondents in the MCA undertaking training decreased in the time between the baseline and the follow up survey, the training activity undertaken by respondents in the WuC areas increased dramatically.  This is illustrated in Figure 5.6.
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The survey data clearly indicates that residents in a WuC area were far more likely to have undertaken some training than residents in the MCAs.   Whilst over half of the respondents in the WuC and MCA had not undertaken any training in the twelve months prior to the baseline survey, nor in the 6-9 months between the baseline and the follow up, these 'non-active trainers' are much more likely to live in a non-WuC area. Whilst almost half the follow up respondents in the WuC (45.4%) did not undertake training in the twelve months prior to WuC nor during the period between the baseline and the follow up survey, almost three quarters of respondents in the MCAs reported that they did not undertake any training in the same period.  This suggests that the way in which the projects funded under WuC were designed had some degree of success in attracting those who we have classed for the purposes of this analysis as 'non active trainers'.

5.6 Section Summary 

This section of the report has provided an assessment of programme performance based on comparison between WuC areas.  The assessment suggests that:

· There was a wide variation in the propensity of respondents to use the technology between WuC areas.  In three areas more than 90% of recipients used the technology to access the Internet.  However, in two areas almost 50% had not used it to access the Internet.
· The explanations for reasons for non-use are many.  However a contributory factor appears to be the technology platform with those using set-top boxes and recycled PCs far less likely than those using new PCs to have accessed the Internet.

· There was also a wide variation in training activity, which is at least partially explained by the structure of the local project.  Those areas which integrated training activity within the WuC project exhibited the highest incidence of training reported by participants.  

· However the impact of training activity on the propensity to use the technology is not clear as those not receiving training were almost as likely to use the WuC technology to access the Internet as those who had not received training.  

The comparison of experiences of respondents in the WuC areas and the MCAs provides an insight into the additionality associated with the programme:

· 59% of respondents in the WuC (compared with 9% of respondents in the MCA) had used the Internet for the first time in the 6-9 month period between the baseline and the follow up survey.
· Whilst almost half the respondents in the WuC areas had not undertaken any training in the twelve months prior to the baseline survey nor during the 6-9 month period between the baseline and the follow up survey, a far greater proportion (71%) had not undertaken any training in the MCA in the same period.

6 Reflections on delivery (2000-2002) and looking forward

The WuC programme funding period concluded in December 2002 and there are clearly issues associated with policy and practice to be considered at the national and local level.  Some of these issues are introduced below:

6.1 Policy design and development 

The genesis of the programme occurred in the late 1990s at a time when interest surrounding the potential contribution of technology, and particularly the Internet, had reached a new summit.  The programme was originally based on the relatively simple idea of providing people in disadvantaged communities with a range of technologies which enabled access to the Internet and subsequently 'testing' the use and value of these technologies. As the intervention was further developed, this experimental aspiration was linked with more directive policy aims within the WuC framework as interest in specific outcomes emerged to varying degrees. Furthermore WuC was a programme which provided an example in practice of the development of more collaborative approaches between national Government Departments and local partners. Two issues are explored below, first, the role of aims and objectives within the programme and, secondly, the timeframe for implementation:

6.1.1 Aims and objectives

The aims and objectives of the programme and the local projects were multi-dimensional and not always articulated precisely.  Key aims associated with the 'digital divide', learning, employability and social cohesion are based on concepts which can be used in a variety of contexts with a range of meanings and as a result they lack clarity and precision at the operational level.  Overall there was a reluctance to engage in the process of goal refinement in the early stages of the programme development.  This was ostensibly due to concerns that the process may have stifled the more innovative aspects of the programme and local project development. The common ground between the objectives of all the local projects and the objectives of the programme as a whole was their broad and imprecise articulation, a characteristic of current policy identified by others (Walker 2001).   The linkages between WuC, whilst arguably clear at the strategic level, given common policy objectives, were often far from clear and established at the local level.  This presents clear challenges for those seeking to 'join up' services at the operational level.

The absence of specific, measurable, achievable, realistic and timely objectives (SMART) associated with the aims of the programme inevitably presented challenges for the evaluator and policy makers at the local and national level who sought to assess the extent to which the local projects and the programme as a whole were successful.   Equally, in the absence of a broader established strategic framework, their absence inhibits the development of a sustainable partnership at the local level. Given the government’s current emphasis on devolving responsibility, this may be an area of considerable interest to policy makers.

6.1.2 Timeframe

The extent to which the aims of the programme have been achieved needs to be considered within the context and timing of the development and delivery of the programme as a whole.   The development of initial project bids was a time consuming process in some instances, as local projects sought to gain agreement from partners to act as the accountable body and to secure revenue funding to enable implementation of the project.  The recognition of the need to comply with a raft of regulations further affected the time taken to plan and agree detailed implementation.  Local projects were also asked to consider further dimensions within the programme framework which were not articulated at the outset of the programme.  These included the development of home-school links and the sustainability of the WuC at the end of the capital funding period. The contracts for phase 2 projects were not agreed until July 2001, as against December 2000 in the original implementation plan for the programme, leaving a condensed time for delivery (circa eight months) at the local level.   WuC is not the only ICT based policy intervention to face these challenges (c.f. Hall Aitken Associates 2001) and the planning of policy which seeks to use technology to encourage learning and alleviate social exclusion should recognise the time it takes to plan, resource and implement such programmes. 

6.2 Overcoming the 'divides'

One of the central concepts underpinning WuC has been the notion of a 'digital divide'.  However this is a multidimensional term and it is increasingly recognised that there is not one 'divide' but many.  'Divides' are associated with the ownership and use of different technologies, access to learning opportunities and a range of hardware, software and information processing skills and are often interrelated.   Furthermore, as steps are taken to bridge one divide, new divides in terms of technology ownership and use, resources, content, skills and capabilities surface. It has been suggested that technological fixes will solve some problems but create others and leave many unaffected (Gorard and Selwyn 1999).  Within the context of the WuC programme the Internet is seen to offer great potential for the delivery of educational and government services.  However history provides a cautionary tale in respect to the role of technology and education. Radio, telephone, television and cable were each in turn predicted to be the next great educational technology both for the classroom and for at home instruction yet all evolved into media whose primary function is entertainment (Light 2001). 

There are examples of 'good practice' within WuC in terms of the delivery of flexible training and learning but challenges remain for those designing, developing and funding training interventions to encourage lifelong learning (LSC 2002, Clarke 2002a).   This is particularly the case for new or novice users of ICT who often require considerable support if they are to make the most of the opportunities the Internet presents and not to have negative preconceptions reinforced through their initial experiences.   The ability to use and manipulate technology and recognise and obtain the required information along with the skills to be able to organise and transfer information into productive knowledge are fundamental components of 'access' and just as important as technical user skills (Liff 2000).  Appropriate skills also include the ability to apply and communicate this knowledge to meet personal, economic, political and social needs and goals (Gordo 2000).  Encouraging this practice will help those who are unconvinced of the value of the Internet to recognise the positive contribution that it can make to their lives.

Whilst there is little doubt that understanding, skills and knowledge of the Internet combine to produce interested users, there remains a substantial proportion of residents in the WuCs who are yet to be convinced of the value of the Internet.  It should be of concern that in spite of the provision of 'free technology in the home' a substantial minority of people remain 'uninterested' in the Internet.  Whilst policy appears to be moving on towards a divide on the basis of bandwidth (Strategy Unit 2002), there is a concern that those most excluded will remain at the foot of the 'technological ladder' without taking the first step.  The retention of a core of non-users of Internet based services has major implications for both overcoming social exclusion and the delivery of e-government services and needs to be retained as a focus for policy. 

The role of learning as a process of development at the individual and community level is well recognised, although engaging learners in disadvantaged communities, just as engaging participants in WuC projects, remains a challenge.  It is suggested that policies to support networks, communities and structures that positively support learning represent very solid approaches to bolster employability and social cohesion (OECD 1999), although funding of interventions and encouraging continuous learning remains a challenge.  Whilst there is some evidence emerging through the evaluation research of local connections being made or maintained through the WuC project and use of the Internet, the main value for residents in these communities lies in its capability to transcend distance.  This clearly has implications for those seeking to use it to regenerate a specific local area.  The development of 'virtual' and 'real' communities around common interests and values lie at the heart of this approach, although engaging local people in the process, particularly in the most disadvantaged areas will undoubtedly prove to be a significant challenge. However the nature of the impact of the Internet on 'community' and 'communities' is unclear and lies on contested ground more generally (Hampton and Welman 2001, Gardner and Oswald 2001, Nie 2000, Putnam 2000).

The future appears uncertain for several of the local projects. The majority of the projects in the urban areas are embedded within existing regeneration partnerships and their continuation in one form or another as a local 'demonstration' or 'pathfinder' appears assured at least in the short term.   The remaining projects are dependent upon securing revenue funding or developing revenue streams to secure their future in the medium term.  The WuC programme has illustrated some of the difficulties associated with wiring up 'a whole community' within the policy framework and this experience has been captured to inform policy development and good practice.   Whilst the evaluation has captured a range of positive outcomes (which are variable at the local level), full cost-effectiveness assessment and comparison with other policy interventions would need to be made prior to any national roll-out of the programme. 
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� A community was defined as those living in relative proximity and made up of no more than 4000 people


� A community was defined as those living in relative proximity and made up of no more than 4,000 people


� Other studies have shown that educational attainment and income are themselves closely correlated see for example Campbell 2000


�  Initiated in 1998, the National Grid for Learning (now called the ICT in Schools Programme) is the Department for Education and Skills schools-related ICT programme


� the result of non-implementation of the programme intervention
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Figure 5.4: Using the Internet to find out about local groups by local area (Internet users only n=596)
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Figure 4.1: Previous use of the Internet (n=1165)
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Figure 4.2: Technology provided by WUC (n-9100)
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Figure 4.3: Selected searching activity (Internet users only %)
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Figure 4.4: Visits to selected websites (Internet users only n=595)
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Figure 5.1: People using the WUC technology to access the Internet (local respondents)
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Figure 5.2: People receiving training
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Figure 5.3: Internet users conducting labour market search
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Figure 5.4: Using the Internet to find out about local groups
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