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1  O b j e c t i v e s  o f  t h e  S t u d y  

In recent years, ICT has permeated the European society and economy, in some domains with 
far-reaching, partly even transformative implications. Some of the most relevant domains have 
been studied in the project “Social Impacts of ICT” which is funded by the European Commission, 
these are: 

 

1.  Conceptual framework     [download report] 
A. Participation in Policy-Making    [download report] 
B. Education and Lifelong Learning  [download report]  
C. Work       [download report]  
D. Consumption (incl. media &entertainment)  [download report]  
E. Health       [download report] 
F. Community and family     [download report]  
G. Creation and distributed innovation   [download report] 
H. Europe and other parts of the world  [download report]  

 
N.B: Depending on your browser and/or operating system, the download may not start automatically. 

 If you are prompted by a security warning please approve the download! 

 

The European Commission has put increasing emphasis on policies aiming at the promotion of 
ICT uses that enable all citizens to participate in the European society according to their needs 
and abilities. However, there are considerable differences in the extent and the ways in which 
ICT is utilised in different domains and among the member States of Europe. Arguably even 
stronger difference can be expected between Europe and other parts of the world in which up-
take of ICT is widespread (for example, North America, Japan and the fast developing countries 
of South-East Asia) - the latter is subject of the “horizontal” domain report “H”.  

A separate report was produced which presents the findings from the analysis of the special 
Eurobarometer conducted in early 2008 on “Citizens empowerment through ICT”. The analysis 
applied selected bivariate and multivariate statistical methods. The data was compared and, 
where feasible, validated by using secondary data from other sources, including the Oxford 
Internet Surveys and other partner surveys within in the World Internet Project. 

The permeation of the European society and economy by ICT was often accompanied by 
utopian or dystopian visions. However, stemming against speculation, empirical research has 
been conducted that aimed at a sober reconstruction of the often highly complex ways in which 
the take-up and use of ICT has been related to processes of social change. Corresponding to 
the variety of inter-dependencies at stake, related explorative research was conducted in various 
different forms, for instance, in case studies. Notwithstanding the heterogeneity of this sort of 
research, sound analyses converge in the insight that deterministic accounts of the effects which 
‘follow logically’ from the features of certain ICTs are ill-informed. 

http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496718/Conceptual.Framework_interim.version.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496710/A.Participation.in.Policy.Making_interim.version.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496710/B.Education.and.Lifelong.Learning_interim.version.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496714/C.Work_interim.version.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496722/D.Consumption_interim.version.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496726/E.Health.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496710/F.Community.and.family_interim.version.pdf
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d496742/G.Creation_interim.version.doc
http://social.impact:workshop@bscw.wineme.fb5.uni-siegen.de/bscw/bscw.cgi/d497475/H.Horizontal.domain_interim.version.pdf
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Social practice (technology use and, for example, policy-making being a part of it) can have an 
effect on the benefits which members of society derive from ICT, and as well on the extent to 
which potential damages exert a negative influence. If instead one reduces technology to the 
blueprints of some ingenious inventor, one misses its socially constructed and appropriated 
character and falls victim to the trap of instrumentalism. The same is true if one assumes 
technology to solve all social problems (although problem solving may often be related to 
technological change in one way or another). 

When applying a non-deterministic view upon technology, to acknowledge the imagining of 
future worlds as a legitimate part of technology development (as practiced, for instance, in 
scenario-based design) is no argument for ignoring the importance of socio-cultural factors for 
technological change. On the contrary: strategies aiming at technological innovation have to 
take into account all relevant experiences of practice. This is to say that technological innovation 
(and its political promotion) may be supported by scenario-based discussion processes, trend 
extrapolations and similar methods - however, neither do these methods cover all available and 
relevant experience, nor can they themselves be reasonably executed without socio-cultural 
assumptions. 

As said before, to address technological change it is not enough to understand the related 
blueprints of the designer. Instead, one also has to study the perception and use of the 
technology in and after the production, and its role for changing social practices in production 
and consumption, as well. Only by understanding such inter-relations and inter-dependencies in 
practice, realistic policies can be developed. Therefore, there are two opposed dangers: to 
reduce ICT in one way or another to ex-ante expectations (“visions”) that motivated the 
stakeholders of the related technology development or to conclude from experience that the 
evolving practice of ICT-use diverges from any planned path, that ICT necessarily is fully 
uncontrollable and, therefore, endangers humanity.  

Both the dystopian and the utopian speculations cannot replace realistic analyses. Realistic 
analyses have to reconstruct the interplay between evolving technologies and their use patterns 
or -practices in both production and consumption. This implies to address ICT demands for 
some differentiation on the technology level, as well. The non-determinist stance taken here 
implies that the effects of ICT can differ between one way of use and another, and also 
regarding expected use and practical use. This is to say that the social context of production and 
consumption plays an important role for applications of ICT, which thus sometimes can even be 
altered by users (for example, in the case of end user development (EUD)).  

ICT applications (or “ICTs”) are, therefore, socio-historical entities sui generis. The same is true 
for their patterns of appropriation. As ICT applications relate to changing or even emerging 
markets, identifying them in social practice is an important part of the analysis of the social 
impact of ICT. The establishment of an ICT application in practice mostly turns out to be related 
to systematic development efforts – however, the relation between what is generally regarded as 
development and product cannot be described in terms of cause and effect, as there are 
multifaceted causes and similarly heterogeneous fields of effects.  

Therefore, a critical re-construction of the interplay between strategies in a social domain and 
the establishment of practically used ICT applications is necessary to address the impact of ICT. 
First the context of such strategies has to be reconstructed, then those ICTs have to be 
identified which came into existence in production and consumption. The comparison between a 
social context and its related, often conflicting expectations with the real effects and reaches of 
new applications is important in order to identify social impacts of technology. 
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It was against this background that the present study was set up. The overall objective of the 
study is defined as follows:  
 

The objective is to explore, document and analyse how ICT impacts on the daily lives of citizens 
of Europe, and on society at large. The analysis should have a time dimension, distinguishing 
(and/or anticipating) short term impacts from medium to long-term ones. The study should 
review the individual level effects, on how ICT empowers or exposes users to new opportunities, 
risks and threats in different areas and more generally impacts on their quality of life.  
 

This translates into the following more specific objectives:  

• To produce a solid conceptual founding to assess the impact of ICT on the quality of life 
of individuals in their social context, relating to the major roles for which ICT has been 
shown to be of major relevance: citizen, learner, worker, consumer (including media 
consumer), patient, communicator and creator. 

• To explore the extent to which applications of ICT have been shown to affect social 
inclusion, defined as empowerment and participation of every individual in Europe in the 
Information Society, irrespective of age, gender, socio-economic status or ethnic 
background. 

• To assess the social impacts which follow from applications of ICT in the fields of public 
administration (at national, regional and local level), public service provision, education 
systems (schools, universities, etc.), the healthcare system, civil society, and the media.  

• To shed light on the impact of uses of ICT on 'social capital', i.e. the extent, nature and 
quality of social ties that individuals or communities can mobilize in conducting their 
affairs. This includes issues of social and civil participation, social network building, as 
well as relationships based on reciprocity, trust and shared values. Risks and drawbacks 
should be given proper attention as well as potentially positive impacts. 

• To analyse the socio-demographic characteristics which affect the extent to which 
individuals and groups (a) make certain uses of ICT and (b) are affected by certain types 
of impact related to the use of ICT. This is to address the overall impact of different 
appropriation patterns of ICT by socio-economic groups on the welfare of societies.   

• To analyse, again for all of the above, how impacts have evolved over time and how they 
are likely to evolve up to 2010 and beyond.  

• To give indications on how the social impacts identified affect the balance of values and 
rights and general interest objectives such as privacy and security, cultural identity and 
diversity, freedom of speech, protection of minors and human dignity, democracy and 
roles of governments and public services. 

• To present findings in a way which allows effective communication to persons involved in 
policy-making, apart from other target groups to be defined.  

Results are to contribute to the discussions on the follow-up to the i2010 initiative. 



Social Impact of ICT  Project Outline 

Social Impact Project Outline   5 
Working document for workshop on June 30 

   

 



Social Impact of ICT  Project Outline 

Social Impact Project Outline   6 
Working document for workshop on June 30 

   

2  A p p r o a c h  

In order to meet the aforementioned objectives, the study team adopted a conceptual 
framework, which has been permanently developed further. A number of common themes were 
defined that were discussed in all domain reports. These common themes are very basic social 
(infra-)structural characteristics and goals of contemporary European societies.  

Five common themes were identified:  

 

 2.1 Rationalization (effectiveness, efficiency, innovation)  

Analyzing rationalization as a theme means to look for objectives in a particular domain, which 
were already present before ICT arrived, and were subsequently supported by this technology. 
In this context, questions emerge such as: have ICT applications in the domain only brought 
forward technological innovation or did they also support social and organizational innovation? 
Have they met the economic expectations which were prevalent in the domain? Has the 
introduction of ICT led to a changed understanding of effectiveness, efficiency and innovation? 
How has the prevalent understanding of effectiveness, efficiency and innovation influenced the 
adoption of ICT in the domain? 

 2.2 Networking  

In all domains activities are changing on account of the network character of many present-day 
ICTs. A physical classroom produces different social networks than online education. Most 
transformative effects of ICTs will occur in the relations and the resources we derive from them 
in the information and network society, this is to say: in changes in social capital. Therefore, it is 
important to know to what extent the domain under consideration is already networked. Has 
networking changed the organizational structures in the domain? Has it lead to new roles, 
functions, jobs or organizational positions of people working in the domain? Have new structures 
of exclusion been established? Are strong actors becoming even stronger by means of 
networking or is there a great diversity of choice in small numbers?  

 2.3 Empowerment and participation  

The common expectation in scientific and public opinion is that ICT will change power relations 
in many, if not all domains in society. Some think that centralization will occur, but most think 
decentralization will happen. The most popular expectation is that ICT is empowering users of all 
kinds: citizens, consumers, workers, patients, students and audiences. Is this true? How do ICTs 
change the relations between governments and citizens, producers and consumers, doctors and 
patients, teachers and students etc.? Have those in power reached more power in their control 
of design, investment and implementation of ICT, or can a bottom-up trend be observed? What 
is the level of access to ICT in the domain under consideration in regard of three types of 
access: 1. physical access to computers, the Internet and other digital media; 2. digital skills and 
3 use: the quantity and quality / kinds of applications.  
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 2.4 Social capital  

Many expect that ICT will affect the distribution of social capital and the strength of social 
cohesion in society. Social capital is defined here as “... the sum of the actual and potential 
resources embedded within, available through, and derived from the network of relationships 
possessed by an individual or social unit”. High stocks of social capital in a particular society, 
nation state, region or local community are associated with relative ease of the sharing of 
knowledge and expertise, with community building and social cohesion. Is there a change of 
social capital to be observed in the particular domain? How is it related to technology? What 
type of social capital dominates the domain at present: bonding capital (strong ties of similar 
people), bridging capital (weak ties of similar but distant people) or linking capital (weak ties of 
unlike, mostly distant people)? Is there a trend towards more or less social cohesion in relevant 
communities of the domain (e.g. health, education, leisure and resident communities)?  

 2.5 Information and Lifelong learning:  

In spite of rationalization processes even in pure information jobs, the number of these jobs is 
growing. Other jobs contain more information processing. This requires lifelong learning both for 
the job and in special adult education. It is important to know that the growing role of information 
processing and the information society in general is linked to the rise of literacy, science and 
scientific management since the industrial revolution. ICT strongly supports the opportunities of 
lifelong learning, both for the job, in formal education and in leisure time. Learning is not only 
aided by the innumerable sources provided this way by ICT but also by networking, both in 
professional knowledge networks and in social networking. But to what extent have information 
jobs and information activities grown in the domain under consideration? What are the typical 
ways of information processing and exchange before and after the introduction of ICT? What is 
the relationship between professional and lay information processing or learning in the domain? 
Which applications of ICT mediate learning in the domain? Do they also affect more traditional 
modes of knowledge transfer (classroom and unidirectional learning)?  

We discussed the social impact of ICT along the five central themes mentioned above. The 
related questions formed an orientation for the literature analyses of the researchers in the 
project, of which the results are documented in the intermediate domain reports, which can be 
downloaded by opening the hyperlinked headings displayed on page 2. The domain reports will 
be presented and discussed on the workshop of the Social-Impact project.  
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3  B a c k g r o u n d  o f  t h e  p r o j e c t  

In March 2000, the European Council enacted the Lisbon Agenda as a main tenet of European 
politics, which defined competitiveness, growth and employment as central goals of the 
European Union. The renewed Lisbon strategy1 aimed at more efficient related efforts and a 
stronger promotion of social inclusion and quality of life for the European citizens. The 
Commission reacted by the proposal of the i2010 strategic framework “A European Information 
Society for Growth and Employment”2, which was adopted on 1 June 2005. In this strategic 
framework, ICT plays a key role for economic and social development, as economic growth and 
jobs in Europe are expected to emerge from the promotion of an ICT and a media sector, and an 
open and competitive digital economy in general. 

i2010 aimed at an overall strategy towards the integration of economic, social, ethical and 
political objectives, which are not to be regarded anymore as separate goals that can be 
pursued independently. Instead, a holistic approach to policy-making was adopted, and the 
promotion of the Information Society thus related to the other major element of EU policy, the EU 
Sustainable Development Strategy. The i2010 framework proposed (as one of three priorities for 
Europe’s Information-Society and media policies) to achieve “an Inclusive European Information 
Society that promotes growth and jobs in a manner that is consistent with sustainable 
development and that prioritises better public services and quality of life”.  

A Renewed Sustainable Development Strategy was adopted at the European Council of 15-16 
June, 20063. The document lists the following as policy guiding principles:  

• the promotion and protection of fundamental rights;  
• solidarity within and between generations;  
• an open and democratic society;  
• the involvement of citizens;  
• the involvement of businesses and social partners;  
• policy coherence and governance;  
• policy integration;  
• the use of the best available knowledge;  
• precaution as the main principle; and 
• the internalisation of environmental costs.  

By adopting the Renewed Sustainability Development Strategy, these general principles were 
also declared as basis for the promotion of the Information Society and the related general aims 
described above. 

As one precondition for people to fully benefit from the potential of ICT, digital literacy was 
identified. A related perspective on learning is reflected in a number of policy processes, 
including the Amsterdam, Lisbon and Stockholm processes. For instance, the Lisbon European 
Council, held in 2000, underlined the role of “education and training for living and working in the 
                                                 
1  European Commission, Communication to the Spring European Council. Working together for growth and jobs - 

A new start for the Lisbon Strategy. COM (2005) 24. 
2  Communication from the Commission to the Council, the European Parliament, the European Economic and 

Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions. i2010 – A European Information Society for growth and 
employment. SEC(2005) 717. 

3  The Council of the European Union (2006) ‘Review of the EU Sustainable Development Strategy (EU SDS) − 
Renewed Strategy’, Brussels, 9 June 2006. http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/06/st10/ st10117.en06.pdf 
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knowledge society”: “The stepping up of the education and training drive in the European Union 
– in order to successfully assimilate the digital technologies and use them to best effect – is a 
precondition to the success of the Lisbon European Council’s goals”4.  

Aside from the technological side, strategies for fostering economic and social development in 
the Knowledge-based Society have been discussed. Among these discussions, the social-
capital debate 5  was of great importance. Correspondingly, the European Council passed a 
“Resolution on Social and Human Capital” in 20036.  

The aims of the Lisbon Agenda, as well as those of i2010, were to be achieved within the first 
decade of this century. Therefore, as the end of this time period is approaching, realistic 
opportunities for European development have now to be identified for the subsequent decade. 
Among others, this demands for a critical assessment of the experiences until now. One part of 
such an assessment is a review of the social impact of ITC, to which the study at hand attempts 
to contribute.  

 

 
4  Commission of the European Communities (2000) ‘e-Learning – Designing Tomorrow’s Education’, COM(2000) 

318 final, Brussels: European Commission. 
5  OECD (2001), “Knowledge, Work Organisation and Economic Growth, Labour Market and Social Policy”, 

Occasional Papers No. 50, Paris: OECD; [7] Commission of the European Communities (2003), “Building the 
Knowledge Society: Social and Human Capital Interactions”, Commission Staff Working Document 
SEC(2003)652. 

6  European Council (2003), “Resolution”, 2512th Council meeting, Employment, Social Policy, Health and 
Consumer Affairs, Luxembourg: European Council. 
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