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Abstract 

In times of fast technological changes in society, there is a need to enable digital literacy and 

social inclusiveness to all people, regardless of age, location or social status. The Digital 

Economy and Society Index (DESI) shows that four out of ten adults and every third person 

who works in Europe lack basic digital skills. Over 70% of enterprises confirm that the lack of 

staff with adequate digital skills is an obstacle to investment. The spread of digital technologies 

will have a significant impact on the labour market and the type of skills needed in the economy 

and society. All Europeans need digital skills to study, to work, to communicate or to have on-

line access to public services or adequate and required information.  

The European Commission is determined to tackle the digital skills gap. It has set targets to 

ensure that 70% of adults have basic digital skills by 2025. The article elaborates on the 

importance and steps towards digital literacy for social inclusion for all people, to reduce the 

digital gap between urban and rural areas, to enable quality life, inclusion and independent 

living for the ageing population, to facilitate new working forms and to modernise public 

services to be accessible to all. The article points to the importance of digitalisation for people 

and policies to better combine technology and social inclusiveness. 
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Pomen digitalizacije za digitalno pismenost in socialno vključenost 

prebivalstva 

Povzetek 

V času hitrih tehnoloških sprememb v družbi je treba vsem ljudem omogočiti digitalno 

pismenost in socialno vključenost, ne glede na starost, lokacijo ali socialni status. Indeks 

digitalnega gospodarstva in družbe (DESI) kaže, da štirje od desetih odraslih in vsaka tretja 

oseba, ki dela v Evropi, nimajo osnovnih digitalnih veščin. Več kot 70% podjetij potrjuje, da 

pomanjkanje osebja z ustreznimi digitalnimi znanji ovira naložbe. Širjenje digitalnih tehnologij 

bo pomembno vplivalo na trg dela in vrsto spretnosti, potrebnih v gospodarstvu in družbi. Vsi 

Evropejci potrebujejo digitalne spretnosti za študij, delo, komuniciranje ali spletni dostop do 

javnih storitev ali ustrezne in zahtevane informacije. 

Evropska komisija je odločena odpraviti vrzel v digitalnih spretnostih. Zastavila je cilje, da bo 

do leta 2025 70% odraslih imelo osnovne digitalne spretnosti. Članek opisuje pomen in korake 

k digitalni pismenosti za socialno vključenost vseh ljudi, zmanjšanje digitalne vrzeli med 

mestnimi in podeželskimi območji ter omogočanje kakovostnega življenja, vključevanje in 

samostojno življenje starajočega se prebivalstva, olajšanje novih oblik dela in posodobitev 

javnih storitev, ki bodo dostopne vsem. Članek predstavlja pomen digitalizacije za ljudi in 

politike za boljše kombiniranje tehnologije in socialne vključenosti. 

Ključne besede: digitalna pismenost, socialna vključenost, digitalna vrzel, javne storitve, 

neodvisnost  
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1 Introduction 

Digitalisation is becoming an essential tool to stay connected to the world. The Covid-19 crisis 

confirmed the prevalence of the digital society for education, work and social ties. The fast and 

unpredicted transition into the virtual world during the last year’s epidemic is amazing and 

probably unimaginable decades ago. Even sceptics of the digital progress and its significance 

had to admit the advantages of the virtual world, even more in exceptional circumstances. 

Besides substantial economic benefits, digitalisation has additional and important social 

impacts. Well-designed digital paths can serve to close the gaps in digital literacy and to support 

raising social inclusion. A digitally literate and socially inclusive population of all ages is better 

prepared for future challenges. Therefore, it is socially responsible that digitisation is at the 

service of society and the population. The main issue is how to approach new technologies to 

all, how to make them accessible, informative and users friendly. 

The European Union has set ambitious goals in recent strategic documents. The Digital Agenda 

for Europe (DAE) was presented as one of seven flagship initiatives of the Europe 2020 

Strategy in 2010 and clearly defined the role of ICT use. In 2018 the EU Digital Strategy was 

confirmed to invest in digital skills for all Europeans, to protect people from cyber threats, to 

ensure that Artificial Intelligence (AI) is developed in ways that respect people’s rights and earn 

their trust, to accelerate the roll-out of ultra-fast broadband for homes, schools and hospitals 

throughout the EU and to expand Europe’s super-computing capacity to develop innovative 

solutions for medicine, transport and the environment (EC, 2018). One of the Commission’s 

priorities in the period 2019-2024 is the EU’s Digital strategy, which will empower people with 

a new generation of technologies. 

Employment guidelines for 2020, framing the scope and direction for Member States’ policy 

coordination, concretely focus on digital needs in the Guideline 6: Enhancing labour supply and 

improving access to employment, skills and competencies, namely, » education and training 

systems should equip all learners with key competencies, including basic and digital skills as 

well as transversal competences to lay the foundations for adaptability later in life« (EC, 2020a). 

Finally, for the digitally literate and socially inclusive EU population, the European leaders 

proclaimed the principles of the European Pillar of Social Rights in Gothenburg (2017) to 

achieve and sustain a strong Social Europe and to set the vision for the future. The recently 

adopted Action Plan (Porto, May 2021) is focused on the implementation of twenty Social Pillar 

principles. One of Pillar’s highlights is investing in life-long learning, also intending to step 

into the digital economy. The theoretic framework is done, the main challenge is how to 

incorporate digitalisation into society to achieve long-term positive outcomes for better life and 

well-being. 

2 The digital gap and consequences for the population 

A strong Social Europe is a strong foundation not only for citizens’ prosperity and well-being 

but also for a strong and competitive economy. The above-mentioned Action Plan set an 

important goal by 2030 - at least 60% of all adults should participate in training every year. The 

reality is far away from the mentioned benchmark and participation is declining with age. The 

most vulnerable groups may be less likely to benefit from digital literacy.  

By 2016, only 37% of adults in the EU were participating in learning activities each year. For 

low-qualified ones, this rate is even lower at 18%. A key factor of success to ensure that adults 

can engage in up-and reskilling later in life is a strong foundation of basic and transversal skills 

acquired in initial education and training, in particular among disadvantaged groups. In 2019, 
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10.2% of young people left education and training with maximum lower secondary education 

and were not involved in any further education and training activities. Efforts must be 

strengthened to increase adult participation in training and to improve the levels of achievement 

in initial education and training. According to EU goals, at least 80% of those aged 16-74 should 

have basic digital skills, a precondition for inclusion and participation in the labour market and 

society in a digitally transformed Europe (EC, 2021). 

According to IMAD, the participation of adults (25-64 years) in lifelong learning in Slovenia 

has decreased since its peak in 2010 and decreased below the EU average for the first time in 

the second quarter of 2020. The figure was 11,2 % in 2019 (EU 10,8%) and deviated 

significantly from the objective of the Strategic Framework for European Cooperation in 

Education and Training by 2020 (15%), and even more so than the achievement of the SRS 

2030 target (Development Strategy of Slovenia by 2030), which stands at 19%. It also lagged 

far behind the more developed northern European countries (Sweden, Finland and Denmark). 

Low involvement is significant for low-educated, elderly, male and immigrants (IMAD, 2021). 

Table 1 shows the lag in expenditure on education in Slovenia and in the EU-23. 

Table 1: Total public expenditure on education compared to GDP, % 

 2005  2008 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 

Slovenia 5,63  5,11 5,56 5,57 5,33 5,08 4,95 4,61 4,51 4,49 4,66 4,65 

EU-23  5,37  5,35 5,59 5,62 5,20 5,31 5,22 4,88 4,78 4,76 NA NA 

Source: Eurostat; SURS, 2019; calculations IMAD.  

A large share of workers does not seem ready to respond to the rising demand for digital skills. 

According to the recent JRC study, around one in seven employers in the EU (15%) consider 

that some of their staff are not fully proficient when carrying out tasks using digital technologies 

at work, and therefore report digital skills gaps in their workforce. The situation is critical, given 

the increasing digitalisation of different areas of life and work, and the expected automation of 

several work-related tasks. According to the EU report, around 90% of occupations now require 

digital skills. Further on, larger employers are more likely than smaller employers to report 

digital skills gaps. At the same time, large employers are also more likely to have financial 

resources to invest in new digital technologies than small employers, which directly translates 

into higher demand for employees equipped with digital skills. (EC, 2019c). 

Digital transformation will affect all workers, for example through salaries, but vulnerable 

groups will suffer the most. Lower-income workers are expected to be under the greatest 

pressure which is expected to put an additional strain on social cohesion or increase social 

polarisation (OECD, 2017).  

To preserve life in remote areas, the reduction of digital gaps between urban and rural areas is 

very important. On the other hand, concentration in urban areas might endanger the vitality of 

the rural population. The challenge to preserve the rural area – employability and requirements 

of the local labour market (labour market mismatch), the possibility of flexible working time 

and working environment (work from home, telework...) are linked with digital transformation.  

According to EC statistics, 40% of people in rural areas still do not have access to fast 

broadband connections. The EU and the Member States need to increase funding for available 

and affordable high-quality network infrastructure, the existing funding levels remain 



 The Importance of Digitalisation for Digital Literacy and Social Inclusiveness of Population 

 

16th IRDO International Science and Business Conference 
SOCIALLY RESPONSIBLE SOCIETY 2021: Challenges, opportunities and digitalisation for sustainable future, 

10-11 June 2021, Maribor, Slovenia, EU, www.irdo.si, info@irdo.si 

 

5 

significantly lower than those for other key infrastructures such as roads. This distribution of 

resources should be rebalanced (Bridging the urban and rural divide, 2021). 

The situation is far worse in rural areas, inhabited by mostly older people. Lack of ICT 

infrastructure makes economic activities unattractive, scarce working opportunities hinder the 

working-age population to remain in unattractive working environments. By expanding the use 

of ICT and developing a digital society, it is important that all individuals, regardless of age, 

education or status, have the same opportunities and adequate skills to participate in digital 

society. Introduction of modern ICT technologies to support older people (as mobile work 

solutions for older people with the help of modern ICT technologies) can enable full mobility, 

access to information and chosen lifestyle and for a working generation, a higher work-life 

balance. This can avoid the digital divide, i.e., the inability to access or use information 

technologies, with a focus on internet use (SORS, 2019). 

The existence of “information points” within the local environment, where older people can get 

key information about their access and knowledge of the digital world is crucial. Rural areas 

are in many cases inhabited by older people. Older people and the digital world are not so apart 

as existing stereotypes might suggest, if ICT is available, accessible and taught. According to 

SORS, there are some available data on internet use in Slovenia in the age group 65-74 in 2018. 

Surprisingly, 47% of older people are regular internet users, 24% search the Internet for health-

related information, 14% participate on social media, 16% use them for e-services and 46% of 

older people have never used the Internet. 

Developing digital skills at all levels is a precondition to enble all Europeans to participate in 

society and take advantage of the digital transition. (EC, 2020c). In digital public services, 

Slovenia now ranks 17th among EU countries. Only 59% of Slovenian internet users actively 

engage with e-government services compared to an EU average of 67%. A wide range of basic 

online services for businesses is available in Slovenia, but the use of these services by 

businesses is lower than on average in the EU. Slovenia’s digital public services score for 

business is 77 compared to 88 for the EU. Low trust and the absence of unique and secure 

identifiers may be the reasons for the lower uptake (EC, 2020b). In recent years, movements in 

the digital public services in Slovenia have been somewhat encouraging, but mainly in the 

supply of these services (pre-filled forms, online provision of services, open data), and their use 

has remained low for both individuals and businesses (IMAD, 2021). 

Digital solutions that put people first will open up new opportunities for businesses, encourage 

the development of trustworthy technology, foster an open and democratic society, enable a 

vibrant and sustainable economy and help fight climate change and achieve the green transition 

(EC, 2018). Low digital skills may have an impact on productivity and growth potential, but 

also on the social exclusion for a significant part of the population, given the changing 

modalities for the execution of services and the impact of technology of work (EC, 2019c). 

3 Findings and conclusions 

People in Slovenia positively assess the impact of digital technologies on the economy, while 

the share of those who have a positive view of their impact on society is the lowest in the EU. 

This might explain firms’ assessment that low readiness for change represents a serious obstacle 

for their digitalisation. In digitising public services, the key problem is services for businesses. 

There are also difficulties in the use of e-government solutions (IMAD, 2020). On the other 

hand, Covid-19 outbreak has shown that digitalisation can serve as a bridge to social 

inclusiveness too. 
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The digital transition is key to strengthen the social and economic resilience of the EU after the 

epidemic, for sustainable growth potential and job creation. Large divergences persist 

concerning the digitalisation of economies and societies. Residual barriers and uneven access 

to infrastructure continue to slow down progress and Europe remains largely dependent on other 

regions for many key digital capabilities or services (EC, 2020c).  

Despite absolute progress in digital competitiveness, Slovenia is increasingly lagging behind 

the EU average. The Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) measures the digital 

competitiveness of EU countries in the areas of connectivity, human capital, use of Internet 

services, integration of digital technologies and digital public services. Component analysis 

shows that Slovenia has far lagged behind the EU average in terms of internet service use, in 

particular in video calls, online banking and shopping (IMAD, 2021). The precondition for 

digital progress is access to ICT tools and information about opportunities it brings. 

One of the biggest strengths of Slovenia is its human capital. The knowledge needed for digital 

transformation is concentrated in the country as reflected in the high number of ICT start-ups 

and a high proportion of STEM graduates. Digital infrastructure is good and stable. Slovenia 

has the potential to serve as a reference model for the introduction of new digital technologies 

and new niche business models (EC, 2020b). 

Finally, the Social scoreboard, which represents an important tool for monitoring performance 

in the employment and social domains, helps to monitor the situation of Member States on 

measurable dimensions of the Social Pillar. Among 14 headline indicators that assess 

employment and social trends at large, there is also the indicator »Share of population with 

basic overall digital skills or above«. The mentioned indicator will serve to monitor progress or 

neglected policies towards literacy in digital skills for the population along with existing regular 

reports. Available EU funds can facilitate ICT development in the EU for better and faster 

adaptability and well-being of all generation through all areas. Only then, the significance of 

digitalisation will reach its goal. 
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