S | STUDIES IN MEDIA,
S | INNOVATION & TECHNOLOGY
RESEARCH GROUP

SMIT

POLICY BRIEF #81

[13 December 2024]

The expansion of the digital inclusion policy
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To understand how the policy domain of digital inclusion has expanded, the Vrije Universiteit
Brussel and Universiteit Gent conducted two studies in which we investigated the recent
trends in digital inclusion policies in Belgium. The studies are part of the scientific
monitoring and research in the framework of the ‘ledereen Digitaal’ action plan by the
Flemish Government (Vlaamse Overheid, n.d.). The research shows that governments in
Belgium have significantly invested in digital inclusion between 2020 and 2024. In fact, each
level of government in Belgium committed to the topic, although they approached it from
different policy perspectives and competences. We conducted an analysis of relevant
coalition agreements, policy decisions, and policy briefs, which allowed us to identify trends
and gaps in the current policy domain of digital inclusion in Belgium. Additionally, the
analysis highlights differences in the policy approaches of the various levels of
governments. This policy brief offers a summary of the main findings of this research, along
with concrete recommendations for policymakers.

Between 2020 and 2024, there was a significant expansion of digital inclusion policies in
Belgium: During the previous legislative term (2020-2024), all governments in Belgium
actively engaged and invested in the development of digital inclusion policy programs.

Digital inclusion policies are developed under a wide range of competences: Digital inclusion
policies are developed in a total of 15 different policy domains. However, not all levels of
government engage with digital inclusion through the same policy domains. Additionally,
some policy domains barely or do not engage with digital inclusion, despite pressing needs
related to digital inequalities.

Belgian policymakers predominantly rely on subsidies to develop digital inclusion policies:
Policymakers mainly use one subtype of substantial instruments, namely subsidies to
develop policies. To a lesser extent, they use information instruments, such as information
campaigns that target citizens. We identified only one policy decision that introduces
regulation. Similarly, Belgian policymakers barely made use of procedural instruments during
the previous legislative term. In other words, there is little diversity in the policy instruments
used by digital inclusion policymakers in Belgium.

There is a lack of coordination and cooperation between policy domains: While all
governments in Belgium approach digital inclusion as a transversal policy theme, our
research shows that only two out of six governments consciously coordinate their digital
inclusion policy efforts and cooperate across policy domains. A lack of coordination and
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cooperation between policy domains can lead to the inefficient application of policy
instruments.

1. What is a digital inclusion policy?

In response to the Covid-19 health crisis, the European Union (EU) developed
NextGenerationEU, a recovery plan that provided financial resources to the EU Member
States. A portion of these funds was earmarked for policy initiatives related to the digital
transition. This spurred several EU Member States, among which Belgium, to develop policy
programs with an explicit focus on digital inclusion (Verhaert et al., 2023; Verhaert et al.,
2024a).

We define digital inclusion policies as governmental instruments designed to respond to one
or more aspects of digital inequalities in a structured and targeted manner (Verhaert et al.,
2024b). The goals of large-scale digital inclusion policies can be multifaceted. At a macro
scale, Mori (2011) distinguishes three different objectives of digital inclusion: 1) digital
inclusion to promote economic development, 2) digital inclusion as a solution to social
problems, and 3) digital inclusion as a tool for an individual's multidimensional development.
The latter objective is strongly linked to an individual's ability to exercise their civil rights.

Digital inclusion policies are typically designed to target one or several aspects of digital
inclusion. They do so by 1) facilitating access to technology and infrastructure, 2) fostering
digital skills, 3) providing support in the use of digital technologies and applications, or 4)
enhancing the user-friendliness and accessibility of digital services (Asmar et al., 2020). The
latter refers to the provision of essential services in accessible ways, for instance, through the
maintenance of physical contact points or through the integration of accessibility principles into
the design of digital services (Rothe et al., 2024). This is important as the inaccessible design
of digital public services contributes to digital inequalities (Park & Humphry, 2019; Schou &
Pors, 2019).

2. Digital inclusion policies in Belgium

We conducted an analysis of the coalition agreements, policy decisions, and policy briefs of
six governments in Belgium. This allowed us to identify trends and gaps in the current policy
domain of digital inclusion in Belgium. During the previous legislative term (2020-2024), we
observe a growing political commitment to digital inclusion between 2020 and 2024. All six
governments in Belgium engaged with digital inclusion through the development of new policy
programs and underscored digital inclusion in coalition agreements. In terms of concrete
policy programs, we observe a significant increase in digital inclusion policies since the start of
the Covid-19 health crisis in 2020. This expansion appears through the development of new
policy initiatives as a direct response to challenges related to the Covid-19 health crisis on the
one hand, and the integration of policy initiatives into Belgium’s Recovery and Resilience Plan
on the other hand (Dermine, 2021).

From 2021 onwards, both the number and budgets of digital inclusion policy programs in
Belgium grew. With regard to the resources made available for digital inclusion programs,
there are differences between the various governments. In absolute terms, the Flemish
government has invested more resources in digital inclusion policy programs during the
previous legislative term, compared to the other regional governments or the federal
government.
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3. The broadening and innovation of digital inclusion policies

Between 2020 and 2024, Belgian policymakers developed digital inclusion policies under a
total of 15 different competences. The domains of Education, Work and Economy, and Equal
Opportunities developed the highest number of digital inclusion policies. Policymakers from
various domains started engaging with the topic for the first time, such as the domains of
Public Services, Local Authorities and Equal Opportunities. This “broadening” of digital
inclusion policies points to an increased awareness of the topic and has opened the door for
policy innovation. At the same time, however, some policy domains have not or have barely
engaged with digital inclusion. Examples of such domains are Health, Justice, Asylum and
Migration, and Energy. While Belgian policymakers in these domains have barely engaged with
digital inclusion as a policy topic, these are domains where people face particular
vulnerabilities in terms of digital inequalities (see, for instance, Chambers et al., 2022; Moran,
2023; Sourdin, 2021; Yao et al., 2022).

Most of the digital inclusion policies mention specific, albeit broad, groups of beneficiaries. A
total of 27 beneficiary groups are mentioned explicitly in the policy documents. While this
number appears high, some beneficiary groups with high and specific needs regarding digital
inequalities, such as persons with disabilities, care users and caregivers, are only rarely
mentioned.

Digital inclusion policies in Belgium engage a broad and diverse mix of societal stakeholders.
Stakeholders with an explicit expertise in digital inclusion were able to deepen their expertise
due to the “broadening” of digital inclusion policies, while stakeholders without an explicit
expertise in digital inclusion were also actively engaged with new policy initiatives. Examples
of such stakeholders include government agencies such as the Home Affairs Agency.
Stakeholders working at the local level, such as local governments and CPAS, were also
actively engaged in the roll-out of various policy plans.

Before 2021, most digital inclusion policies focused heavily on the first aspect of digital
inclusion, i.e., access to the internet and digital devices. After 2021, policymakers developed
policies that also focus on the other three facets of digital inclusion (i.e., skills, support, and
accessibility of digital services). The second facet of digital inclusion, i.e., fostering the
development of digital skills, becomes and remains the focus of the majority of new policy
initiatives. Additionally, several policy initiatives take more innovative approaches to digital
inclusion, for example, by focusing on the accessibility of digital services or by stimulating the
development of digital inclusion policies at the local level. In recent digital inclusion policies,
policymakers appear to recognize that digital inequalities cannot be ‘fixed’ through one-off
interventions, and that certain parts of the population will always require support to use digital
services or will wish to retain access to non-digital services. Briefly put, as of 2021, Belgian
policymakers have started taking more innovative approaches to the design of digital
inclusion policies.

4. Policy instruments for digital inclusion

Policy instruments are an important part of policymaking and provide the ‘means’ by which the
‘ends’ of policy are achieved (Howlett, Mukherjee & Woo, 2018). By studying the instruments
that policymakers apply, we can understand the nature and direction of policy dynamics
(Capano, Pritoni & Vicentini, 2020). In general, we can distinguish between two main types of
policy instruments: 1) substantial instruments and 2) procedural instruments (Howlett, 2018).
Substantive policy instruments are used to directly influence policy outcomes, in particular by
1) introducing or amending regulations, 2) distributing resources, e.g., in the form of
investments or grants, and 3) providing information and education. Procedural policy
instruments are tools that can influence the way policies are formulated and implemented
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(Bali et al., 2021, p. 298). In other words, through the use of procedural policy instruments,
governments are able to adapt their own processes of policy making and policy
implementation (Howlett, 2019).

Typically, various types of policy instruments are combined, in what are called ‘instrument
mixes’ (Capano & Howlett, 2020). To address the multifaceted challenges of complex
problems, such as digital inequalities, it is advisable to combine various policy instruments.
Here, the idea is that a diverse instrument mix will contribute to more efficient policies
(Capano & Howlett, 2020). Based on our policy analysis, we conclude that the instrument mix
in Belgian digital inclusion policy shows little diversity. Policymakers in Belgium predominantly
rely on substantial policy instruments to develop digital inclusion policies. They mainly use
subsidies to achieve policy goals, and to a lesser extent, information tools, such as
informational campaigns that target citizens. Throughout the previous legislative term, only
one policy decision introduced regulation. In 2023 and 2024, a small minority of policymakers
have started exploring the use of procedural instruments. It remains to be seen whether this
new trend will be continued during the next legislative terms.

5. Policy integration of digital inclusion

When it comes to tackling complex policy issues, such as digital inequalities, policies risk
overlapping or conflicting with each other. As a result, inefficient or ineffective policy solutions
may be proposed, or new problems may arise (Briassoulis, 2004). To avoid this problem, a
high level of coordination between different policy domains is required. Coordination between
policy domains can be organized through policy integration, i.e., the development of policies in
one or more domains, that consider policy objectives in other, possibly adjacent domains
(Giessen, 2011a; Giessen, 2011b; Tosun & Lang, 2017). In other words, policy integration is
characterized by the cooperation of actors from different policy domains (Tosun & Lang, 2017,
p. 554). To evaluate the level of policy integration in the digital inclusion domain, we looked at
two indicators: 1) the broad scope of digital inclusion policies, or the presence of policies in
different domains, and 2) the level of policy coordination and cooperation between different
domains where digital inclusion policies are developed.

As we have described above, Belgian policymakers approach digital inclusion as a transversal
policy theme. However, this transversal approach to digital inclusion does not always translate
into policies that are shaped through collaborations between different domains. Indeed, in
terms of the scope of digital inclusion policies, we can assess the policy integration of digital
inclusion positively. However, regarding the level of policy coordination and cooperation, we
see stark differences in the approach of the six different governments in Belgium.

In our research, we identified three different approaches to the coordination of digital inclusion
policies. In the first approach, which we call the “broad approach to coordination,” we see no
or very little effort for coordinating collaborations between different policy domains. In this
approach, digital inclusion policies are deployed from a wide variety of domains, but this is
typically done independently, without references to other existing policies or adjacent policy
domains. Four governments can be categorized under this approach: the Flemish
government, the Federal government, the government of the German-speaking Community,
and the government of the French-speaking community. Second, the “concentrated
coordination approach” places a strong emphasis on the coordination of collaborations
between domains, as the overall policy vision departs from one specific domain. While this
approach leads to the construction of a coherent policy vision, this does not necessarily
guarantee cooperation between different domains. We categorize one government, that of the
Brussels Capital Region, under this approach. Finally, the third approach also focuses on
coordinating collaborations across domains, allows for various domains to take the lead in
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developing a global policy vision for digital inclusion. We call this the “linked coordination
approach,” and categorize the Walloon government under this approach.

To promote policy integration of digital inclusion, the coordination of collaborations between
different domains is necessary. This can be done, for example, by development of digital
inclusion policies that follow the “linked coordination approach,” in which policymakers from
various domains actively and equally collaborate on the development and implementation of a
digital inclusion policy vision. On the one hand, stronger coordination contributes to the more
efficient application of policy instruments. On the other hand, developing a coherent policy
vision with policymakers from different domains creates wider support for the policy.

Actively engage with digital inclusion policy during the new legislative term

Between 2020 and 2024, we observe a previously unseen political commitment to digital
inclusion. During the previous legislative term, all governments in Belgium actively
engaged with digital inclusion policy. In recent digital inclusion policies, policymakers
appear to recognize that digital inequalities cannot be ‘fixed’ through one-off
interventions, and that certain parts of the population will always require support to use
digital services or wish to retain access to non-digital services. As such, policymakers
should ensure that digital inclusion will also be considered during the new legislative
term.

Some domains, such as Health, Justice, Asylum and Migration, and Energy, should

engage more heavily with digital inclusion policy

Belgian policymakers approach digital inclusion as a transversal topic and have
developed policies in a wide variety of domains. However, some policy domains barely
engage with digital inclusion in a meaningful way, despite pressing challenges related to
digital inequalities. Policymakers in the domains of Health, Justice, Asylum and
Migration, and Energy, should be incentivized to actively integrate digital inclusion in new
policies. In these domains, people face specific vulnerabilities in terms of digital
inequalities.

Policymakers should diversify the instruments used in digital inclusion policies

Our research shows that the policy instruments used in Belgian digital inclusion policies
show little diversity. Policymakers in Belgium predominantly rely on subsidies to achieve
policy goals, and to a lesser extent information tools, such as informational campaigns
that target citizens. In addition to these instruments, policymakers should explore the use
of other instruments during the next legislative term (e.g., through the introduction of
regulation or the use of procedural instruments). To address the multifaceted challenges
of complex problems, such as digital inequalities, it is advisable to combine various policy
instruments at once.

Stronger coordination and cooperation between policy domains is needed

While all governments in Belgium approach digital inclusion as a transversal policy theme,
our research shows that only two out of six governments consciously coordinate their digital
inclusion policy efforts. The policy domain of digital inclusion in Belgium is relatively young;
as the domain becomes more mature, more consideration should be given to policy
integration. Stronger coordination between different policy domains is needed to promote
the policy integration of digital inclusion.
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By 2024, the Flemish department of domestic governance (ABB) wants every local government to have a
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