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INTRODUCTION

The role information plays in the economy has been growing since the mid-20th cen-
tury, as has the need for quickly accessible and reliable information. During the industrial 
revolution, new production technologies and new machines were the engine of progress. 
Today we are witnessing a new revolution, one in which technologies associated with the 
processing and transfer of information – Information Communication Technologies (ICT) 
– are responsible for economic development to an ever greater degree. When properly 
created and used, information is becoming a valuable resource – increasingly more valu-
able, in fact, than physical or human resources. ICTs have become more ubiquitous, used 
as they are to accomplish both individual and professional goals. This is how the develop-
ment of the new social model called the information society is unfolding.  

The aim of the research we have done for this paper was to examine phenomena 
associated with the digital divide in the context of the rise of the information society 
and to assess the extent of digital divide in Poland before and after marginalised indi-
viduals participated in a programme for combating digital divide. The main source of 
empirical data was the results of a research survey available online. The research sam-
ple consisted of people using the Operation Programme Innovative Economy (OPIE) 
– Measure 8.3. Combatting Digital Divide – eInclusion. We conducted the study in 
cooperation with local government units (LGUs) in Poland. It involved sending 
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information to programme beneficiaries living in a municipality, county or voidvodship 
(province) benefiting from measure 8.3 OPIE about the research we were conducting 
with the website address of the survey and asking participants to fill it out. We chose 
this method because personal data is protected in Poland, so there is a lack of direct 
access to data on households, the project participants. The study was conducted from 
September 2014 to March 2015. Pilot studies covered the entirety of Poland, while the 
ones chosen were those that had completed implementation of measure 8.3 no later than 
30 June 2014.

The research sample size (as of 30 June 2014) was 12,929 households. Number of 
1,487 surveys were returned, but 85 were discarded because they were returned blank, so 
the number analysed was 1402 (Table). The survey questions were grouped thematically: 

TABLE. Sampling distribution

Category Number Percent participating in a given category

Gender of the respondent

Female 818 58.3

Male 584 41.7

Combined 1 402 100.0

Age of the respondent

Under 18 43 3.1

18–30 182 13.0

31–40 247 17.6

41–50 267 19.0

51–60 326 23.3

Over 60 337 24.0

Combined 1 402 100.0

Education of the respondent

Primary 137 9.8

Trade 321 22.9

High school 695 49.6

University 249 17.8

Combined 1 402 100.0

Place of residence of the respondent

Village 278 19.8

City of up to 100 thousand inhabitants 140 10.0

City of more than 100 thousand inhabitants 984 70.2

Combined 1 402 100.0

Socio-economic status of the respondent

High school or university student 106 7.6

Unemployed 243 17.3

Employed 282 20.1

Farmer 80 5.7

Self-employed 20 1.4

Retired/Pensioner 671 47.9

Combined 1 402 100.0

Source: the authors.
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using the Internet to communicate, search for information, entertainment, culture, online 
education, e-banking, e-finance, purchasing and selling online, labour market, contacting 
government offices. 

THE INFORMATION SOCIETY

The term information society was coined in 1963 by T. Umesao, in an article about 
a novel theory of society based on the processing of information [Gajdos 2008]. Y. Masuda 
later produced a detailed description of the changes that take place within a society based 
on the telecommunications sector and information. He believed that this society would 
not be a material one, as embodied by huge structures, but would in fact be an invisible 
society that should aptly be called an information society. Economists emphasize that in 
the information society, information and knowledge are treated as non-material values, 
which have become the new resources generating the value of money. The literature on 
the information society covers a range of concepts including the third wave (A. Toffler), 
postindustrial society (D. Bell), the network society (M. Castells), the global information 
society (the European Union) and the media society (T. Goban-Klas) [Tomczyk 2010].

The information society is the third element of Bell’s triad of social development, 
joining preindustrial society and industrial society [Sztompka 2002 after Bell 1974]. The 
concept was first used by K. Koyama [1968] and Y. Masuda [1969]. The transition from 
industrial to postindustrial society brings with it an increase in the importance of in-
formation, knowledge and skills as the main factors in placing an individual in society 
[Domanski 2000]. Commentary on the postindustrial society includes changes includ-
ing technological advances in both production and communication [Turner 1998]. In 
a postindustrial society, machines assume routine, repetitive work while people engage in 
creative work, increasingly involving the processing of information. 

The information society is typified by a highly developed modern services sector, with 
banking, finance, telecommunications, informatics, research and development, and knowl-
edge economy governance all prominent examples of such services [Gajdos 2008]. From 
1993 to 1999 Martin Bangemann was the Commissioner of the European Union responsible 
for the development of telecommunications and information technology. His 1994 report 
„Europe and the global information society – recommendations for the Council of Europe”, 
helped popularise the notion of the information society. In his view, the information society 
is characterised by modernity, a high level of development and an elaborate teleinformation 
infrastructure, enabling members access to information and other services [JanoĞ-Kresło 
2011]. A characteristic quality for the knowledge society is growth in competitiveness 
between employees and societies that are open at the same time. Formal education and 
knowledge provide access to new professions and a higher social position than that of one’s 
parents. The basic areas promoting the development of the knowledge society are: 

first, people (possessing the proper knowledge, embodying social capital); 
second, institutions including the law (promoting the development of business and 
strengthening the position of consumers), organisations (both business and non-profit 
organisations that are able to compete in the electronic economy) and information 
resources as a public good available on both the micro and macro levels;

–
–
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third, the technical infrastructure (the availability of computer equipment, software 
and Internet access).
The information society is the next step, as it were, after the industrial revolution, 

and some researchers describe this stage of development as the information revolution 
or postindustrial society. In the information society, there will be a focus on human re-
lations – human because it is people who stand for/represent the natural environment, 
society, culture and political order. The global information society, if it is to have a hu-
manistic character, calls for sustainable societies to be built, in which communities and 
their systems of symbols are preserved. During the first Congress of Polish Information 
Technology in 1994, the information society was defined as one “that is prepared and has 
the ability to use information systems”. It is computerised and uses telecommunications 
services “to transfer and process remote information” [Nowak 2005]. The concept of the 
information society has been set out in planning documents, which pointed to the need 
to build a system of society where the management of information, its quality and the 
speed with which it moves are essential factors of competitiveness, both in industry and 
in services [ePoland 2001]. Thus, the information society these documents referred to is 
characterized by:

heavy use of information in everyday life by the majority of individuals and organisa-
tions; 
the use of information technology for individual/private, social, educational and pro-
fessional ends;  
the ability to send, receive and exchange data and information regardless of the dis-
tance to be covered.  
The use of personal computers connected to the internet has for many become a natu-

ral existential environment, in the absence of which they are unable to function normally. 
The Internet and microelectronic devices have irrevocably shaped the surrounding world, 
visibly changing and covering practically all areas and walks of life. The notion that “if 
something cannot be found online, then it doesn’t actually exist” speaks to the importance 
and ubiquity of the medium [Tomczyk 2010: 140].

The development of the information society offers numerous new opportunities, which 
we would be fortunate to have find application not only in our personal lives but also in 
our professional lives and the economy. The ever more frequent use of ICTs, particularly 
the Internet, has given rise to a new economic model known as the electronic economy, 
or e-economy. It has forced users to change traditional approaches and mindsets. The way 
transactions are conducted has changed as the frequency of online shopping has risen. 
The Internet has become not only a source of entertainment, but a fundamental source of 
information and communication. The various courses and training and educational mate-
rials available online are used in education and further education. Financial transactions 
can be done online, as can one’s business at government offices. One can look for work 
online and also work remotely as a telecommuter. This is to say nothing of the numerous 
other uses the development of e-commerce has enabled.

Modern technologies are not only an expression of luxury and tools to improve com-
fort and quality of life, but are the necessary infrastructure in the electronic economy. 
The increasing possibility of using computers and the Internet make them indispensable 

–

–

–

–
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tools in everyday life (in school, work, access to information and knowledge). Most peo-
ple’s lives are built around the performance of computers and flow of digital information 
[Kurowska 2013]. The importance of having access to current, reliable information, es-
pecially with regard to electronic commerce has naturally drawn the attention of numer-
ous economists. Nobel Prize winners Joseph E. Stiglitz, George Akerlof and A. Michael 
Spencer have all done research on asymmetric information. In their studies they analysed 
the risk posed by having imperfect, incomplete information. The negative consequence of 
information asymmetry is that inferior choices may be made [Kurenda 2004].

THE DIGITAL DIVIDE

The differences in access to information-communication technology will lead to the 
establishment of a new type of social divide, defined as the digital divide (digital divide, 
in Polish). It is one form of social divide that characterises the 21st century, consist-
ing of marginalisation in social and professional life. Alongside the traditional divisions 
– wealthy and poor, most often – the categories of having and not having access to mod-
ern technologies, including the Internet, have arisen [JanoĞ-Kresło 2011]. According to 
the OECD, this is a phenomenon of social inequality, or the appearance of a divide be-
tween individuals, households, enterprises and regions in social-economic development, 
and connected with the access and use of information-communication technology in all 
spheres of economic activity [JastrzĊbska 2012].

The failure to keep pace with technological development is a challenge for interna-
tional organisations, states, local governments and other institutions that shape policy on 
providing access to new media [Tomczyk and WĊgrzyk 2010]. Those most vulnerable to 
the digital divide are also those most vulnerable to social divide: the unemployed, disa-
bled, uneducated, and the poorly paid. The digital divide has a negative influence on state 
functioning insofar as it leads to citizen passivity, a lack of involvement in social and po-
litical life and people being poorly informed. Action on the part of public administration 
is therefore essential in combatting the digital divide [Popiołek 2013]. The most common 
causes of the divide are a lack of or limited access to a computer and the Internet (mainly 
due to the high cost of the equipment and an Internet connection) and an inability to use 
them. A lack of awareness about the practical uses of the Internet, mainly among the eld-
erly, the poor, and poorly educated is a third cause of the divide [JanoĞ-Kresło 2011].

The information society can be divided into three classes: the knowledge creators (the 
information aristocracy), those who possess wide knowledge about new technologies, 
making up the creative group. The creative group contains academics, artists using new 
technologies, innovators and inventors. The second group comprises individuals able to 
uniquely use a single new technology, including individuals who propagate knowledge, 
such as teachers and government workers. The third group consists of individuals who 
lack knowledge about and access to modern technology (the informationally illiterate). 
Between them and the creators of knowledge there lies a civilization gap, which in the 
near future will result in those who lack access to information (knowledge of information) 
having lower incomes and possibly being marginalised socially and economically. In the 
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context of the digital divide, beyond these groups the literature [Batorski 2009] points out 
the different levels of access to new media. J. van Dijk [2008] identifies four levels of 
access to the new media:

the motivation to use new technologies;
physical access (owning a computer, having Internet access);
skills;
use (different ways of using the computer and Internet).
The fundamental issue is having the motivation to use the new technology. Much 

depends on that motivation: the decision to purchase a computer and an Internet con-
nection as well as to acquire the essential skills to use the required applications.  Not 
only having access to a computer and the Internet at home, work, school, or elsewhere, 
but also the desire to use it is also at the heart of the discussion. After all, access doesn’t 
automatically beget use. Using a computer and the Internet also requires the appropriate 
competencies with the software, and some aptitude in searching for information online, 
judging its reliability and usefulness, as well as the ability to create and use it for one’s 
own goals. Finally, what influence the use of new technologies has on the user’s situa-
tion and opportunities in life is of essential importance. Therefore, how computers and 
the Internet are used – van Dijk distinguished this as the fourth level of access – are of 
fundamental importance. These technologies can be used in very different ways, bring-
ing both benefits and harm to users (addiction, for example) [Batorski 2009]. KuĞmierz 
recognises the digital divide as one of the most important afflictions the world faces 
today. A seemingly trivial issue turns out to have far greater impact on the life of an 
individual than originally thought [Furmanek 2010].

e-INCLUSION

e-Inclusion is inextricably linked to the digital divide. It focuses on building digital co-
hesion by delivering benefits arising from Internet use and other technologies to all groups 
of society, in order to help them overcome social and economic divide [Batorski 2009]. 
e-Inclusion refers to the effective participation of individuals and the whole of society in all 
social and economic spheres based on knowledge through the access and use of ICT. It is 
also important to overcome barriers to access and enable the use of the benefits ICT brings 
to society. e-Inclusion further refers to the degree to which ICTs level the playing field and 
promote participation in the various spheres of social life. It therefore stands to reason that 
the goal of European policy should be not only to guarantee citizens access to new Internet 
communication technologies, but also to enable their use. A basic goal of measures under-
taken for e-Inclusion in Europe is to counteract social divide, guarantee social cohesion, 
while at the same time boosting human capital, another means of achieving long-lasting 
economic growth. Gary Stanley Becker took up the importance of human capital for the 
economy, and originated the concept of “investing in human beings”. He observes that skills 
and knowledge cause wealth to grow, while a low level of human capital deepens poverty 
[Kurenda 2004].

–
–
–
–
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THE OPERATIONAL PROGRAMME INNOVATIVE ECONOMY – MEASURE 8.3

The answers to these challenges are measures to be implemented under government 
and international programmes, one of which is the Operational Programme Innovative 
Economy. As part of Priority Axis 8, Information society – increasing the economy’s in-
novativeness – measures have been designed to tackle digital divide (measure 8.3). The 
aim of priority Axis 8 is to stimulate the development of the digital economy by support-
ing the creation of new, innovative eServices, innovative electronic business solutions 
and reducing the technological, economic and mental barriers to using eServices that ex-
ist in society. The following four measures have been implemented as part of this axis: 

8.1.  Support for economic activity as regards the electronic economy;
8.2.  Support for implementation of electronic business – B2B;
8.3.  Counteracting the digital divide – eInclusion;
8.4.  Ensuring Internet access at the “last mile” level.
Measure 8.3 is intended to guarantee Internet access to individuals at risk of digital 

divide due to poverty or being disabled. The support comes in the form of subsidies paid 
to LGUs or consortia of local governments and non-governmental organisations, which 
are responsible for the comprehensive implementation of measures supporting the eligi-
ble households of their municipalities [http://8poig.mac.gov.pl/os8/dzialania/einclusion/
1814,Przeciwdzialanie-wykluczeniu-cyfrowemu-eInclusion.html, accessed: 14.01.2015]. 
The target groups that receive assistance include: 

households meeting income criteria entitling them to receive support under the social 
security system;
households meeting income criteria entitling them to receive support under the family 
benefits system;
school children from families in a difficult material and social situation entitled to 
allowances and chosen to receive support in cooperation with a school and/or social 
welfare centre;
disabled people with a severe or moderate degree of disability or the equivalent medi-
cal certificate;
foster families;
institutions operated or coordinated by the municipality (including public libraries, 
cultural institutions, schools, public childcare centers situated on the benefiting terri-
tory, and public care homes).
The target groups of the project are identified by the respective LGUs, with the pos-

sible support of a non-governmental organisation.

RESEARCH RESULTS

One of the research areas concerned the use of the Internet for educational purposes 
(Fig. 1). The programme beneficiaries’ activity grew considerably in every area after join-
ing the programme. The largest percent increase – from 52 to 75.1% – occurred for those 
using online encyclopedias, while the percentage using free online materials also rose 

–
–
–
–

–

–

–

–

–
–
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notably. In the remaining cases the percentage point increase was smaller, though taking 
into consideration the starting point and end results, the number of users using a given op-
tion practically doubling is a respectable result. For example, 11.6% of respondents were 
involved in online courses before the project, while the number jumped to a full 20.6% 
after. This is, relatively speaking, a very large number, especially considering that not 
everyone who could opt to study online has the need to do so. The ability to take online 
courses enables training and further education and eventually improves the situation on 
the labour market thanks to improved competencies. 

The second group of questions concerned the use of the Internet as a banking and fi-
nancial tool (Fig. 2). Participation in the project brought a change in the use of electronic 
banking. The number of respondents who opened an online bank account grew, from 31.5 
to 49.9%.
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FIG. 1. Internet use for educational purposes

Source: the authors.
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Exactly 43.9% of the individuals in this group pay their bills online, though only 
a third of respondents pay online for purchases made online [Pizło and Lesicki 2012]. 
Decidedly fewer watch stocks and use brokerage accounts online. The next group of 
questions concerned the use of the Internet to purchase and sell items online (Fig. 3).
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FIG. 3. Use of Internet to buy and sell online

Source: the authors.

Nearly two-thirds of the survey respondents use the Internet to look for commer-
cial information, including companies and products, and to compare products. Just over 
a third could say the same before receiving support from the digital divide programme. 
46% of respondents shop online, while only 28.4% had done so before participating in the 
programme. The number of people who make reservations online also grew, from 15 to 
25%. At 16.6%, a relatively large share of people – especially given that they had recently 
been digitally excluded – used the Internet to sell items.

CONCLUSIONS

Emerging alongside the spread of personal computers and Internet connectivity, the 
digital divide is also referred to as the information divide or technology/computer illit-
eracy. It involves the alienation of individuals, groups or regions from the information so-
ciety. The digital divide holds back people who are affected by marginalisation, as in the 
era of widespread e-economy services it prevents this group from satisfying online a vast 
range of both basic and more complex needs. A failure to use such services can in many 
cases lead to reduced quality of life. The most important barriers to widening Internet use 
include “hard” infrastructural barriers (no connection to the Internet usually for financial 
reasons) and “soft” barriers, including a lack of motivation or appropriate skills. The aim 
of social policy should therefore be to prevent the digital divide, by means of eInclu-
sion, and by removing the barriers to Internet use and the attendant development of elec-
tronic commerce. This study has highlighted that the funds provided under measure 8.3 
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OPIE benefited participants in each of the areas studied. They pointed to the need for and 
legitimacy of such activities. In addition to the personal advantage of the beneficiaries, 
steps taken to tackle digital divide also indirectly affect the development of electronic 
commerce by increasing the number of people who actively use it.
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Summary. The article examines the influence of the Operational Programme Innovative 
Economy on individuals whose participation in the electronic economy is threatened by the 
digital divide. The aim was to diagnose the digital divide in the context of the Information 
Society and to assess the level of digital divide. The empirical material was a survey on 
a sample of 1,487 questionnaires, 1,402 of which were ultimately accepted and analysed. 
The sample consisted of individuals benefiting from the Operational Programme Innovative 
Economy – Measure 8.3, Counteracting Digital divide – eInclusion. The article presents the 
essence of the information society by looking at the ideas of A. Toffler, D. Bell, M. Castells, 
M. Bangemann and T. Goban-Class, as well as the nature of the digital divide and e-Inclu-
sion. It was found that, after joining the programme, beneficiaries significantly increased 
their use of Internet encyclopedias (from 52 to 75.1%), as well as participation in online 
courses. Respondents also showed an increase in the use of electronic banking (the number 
of respondents who opened up an online bank account rose from 31.8 to 49.9%).
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