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CELCIS 
 

Secondary Response on the ‘Digital Divide’ to the Scottish Parliament’s Education and 
Skills Committee’s Inquiry into vulnerable children during the Coronavirus outbreak  

 
CELCIS is Scotland’s Centre for Excellence for Children's Care and Protection, based at the 
University of Strathclyde. CELCIS provided detailed feedback to Scottish Government on the 
guidance associated with the Coronavirus (Scotland) Act 2020 and Coronavirus (Scotland) 
(No.2) Act 2020. We have previously made submissions to the Scottish Parliament’s 
Education and Skills Committee’s Inquiry into vulnerable children during the Coronavirus 
outbreak, as well as the Equality and Human Rights Committee’s Inquiry into the impact of 
Covid-19  pandemic on qualities and Human Rights, and the Economy, Energy and Fair Work 
Committee’s Inquiry into COVID-19: Economic Impact on Young People. We have provided 
further information on the Digital Divide to the Equality and Human Rights Committee’s 
Inquiry and Equalities and Human Rights, and welcome the opportunity to provide the 
Education and Skills Committee with further information on this matter.  
 
Our previous response to the Education and Skills Committee’s Inquiry was based on 
research evidence, practice experience and feedback from our long-standing, cross-
organisational networks, comprising practitioners and leaders working across the spectrum 
of children’s services and other public services in support of children. This secondary 
submission elaborates on the final question of the Inquiry’s consultation, giving further 
information about what support vulnerable or looked after children and young people, their 
families and carers need from local authorities, schools and other service providers in 
relation to addressing the ‘Digital Divide’. We outline initial research findings emerging from 
a survey distributed to all local authorities in Scotland, which seeks to gain a specific insight 
into the picture of digital inclusion or exclusion.i This includes what local authorities 
consider to be the challenges experienced by care leavers facing digital exclusion, what 
support and solutions have been helpful in addressing this and what short and long term 
measures would be helpful in addressing the digital equality gap. 
 
Throughout the COVID-19 pandemic, CELCIS has been able to sustain our relationships with 
those working to support children, young people, families and care leavers. In supporting 
these partners and stakeholders, CELCIS has been able to gather and share insights and 
information from those working directly with young people, as well as young people 
themselves. This has included, for example, hosting regular Throughcare and Aftercare 
‘Community of Practice’ sessions for local authority contacts. Online meetings enable 
Throughcare and Aftercare practitioners and managers to offer support, share practice 
challenges as well as solutions that have emerged during the COVID 19 pandemic. 
   
CELCIS continue to convene the Scottish Care Leavers Covenant Alliance group via online 
video conferencing, which includes Who Cares? Scotland, the Life Changes Trust, Scottish 
Throughcare and Aftercare Forum, Centre for Youth & Criminal Justice, A Way Home 
Coalition and CELCIS. Facilitating these relationships and networks to develop best practice 
has enabled CELCIS to gather a rich source of data on practice and policy issues, supporting 
good practice and enabling colleagues develop and strengthen inter-authority peer support 
networks. These forums and engagements have been critical to gaining a greater 
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understanding of the challenges faced by local authorities and their partners in supporting 
care experienced children and young people during the pandemic, and sharing learning and 
experience. This learning, coupled with the research findings, informs this response.  
 
There is growing recognition of the significance of a ‘digital divide’ in UK society, with digital 
exclusion and digital inequality being seen as key factors contributing to the lack of access to 
services, social isolation and mental health and wellbeing. A report funded by the Carnegie 
Trust found: ‘that those who do not use the internet are likely to: live less active lifestyles; 
have poorer mental health; and feel less socially connected to their local area than those 
who do have internet access – even after all other demographic and socioeconomic factors 
are taken into account’ (White, 2016).ii 
 
The overwhelming view from those providing services and support to care experienced 
young people is that digital connection is absolutely essential and critical. The importance of 
digital inclusion and support for digital literacy for an already marginalised and 
disadvantaged group cannot be overstated. 
 
Vulnerable Children and Young People during the COVID-19 Pandemic 
The COVID-19 pandemic has further exposed the structural disadvantage and discrimination 
that many care experienced children and young people still face, impacting on their rights to 
services, supports and provisions required to meet their developmental needs into 
adulthood. This is in relation to both individual circumstances as well as recognising their 
needs as a broader population to whom the State, as corporate parent, at a local and 
national level, has specific duties and responsibilities. These duties and responsibilities apply 
to care leavers up to the age of 26: ‘Corporate parenting … refers to an organisation’s 
performance of actions necessary to uphold the rights and secure the wellbeing of a looked 
after child or care leaver, and through which physical, emotional, spiritual, social and 
educational development is promoted, from infancy through to adulthood.' (Scottish 
Government, 2015).iii 
 
Many care experienced young people living alone during lockdown have experienced 
profound isolation and an increased sense of loneliness, impacting on their mental health 
and emotional wellbeing. Local authorities have also reported increased self-harming and 
suicidal ideation, with an increased number of suicide attempts among care leavers. 
Statistics on suicide among this population are not yet available but local authorities have 
also reported increased concern during this period. This suggests a strong connection 
between the social isolation and loneliness care experienced young people have been 
experiencing during lockdown and the sharp increase in poor mental health, self-harm and 
suicidal thoughts. However, further research with care experienced young people would be 
helpful in understanding the mental health impacts of lockdown and the role digital 
exclusion may have played in the intensification of these difficulties for care leavers. With 
much of the latest COVID-19 guidance and advice provided online, along with helpful 
information on mental health supports, any existing or emerging mental health issues can 
be compounded if access to information is impeded due to lack of digital connection. Issues 
around digital literacy are also commonplace and can affect care leavers ability to access 
essential supports. Whilst the practical issues of digital exclusion are significant, it is perhaps 
the impact on mental health and wellbeing that should cause us most concern. This 
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increased sense of isolation has seen some care experienced young people breaking 
lockdown rules, risking both their own and other’s health. 
 
The Impact of the Digital Divide on Children and Young People during the COVID-19 
Pandemic 
In 2017, the Children’s Commissioner in England published a report called Growing Up in 
Digital Care. The report highlighted that children in the care system in England are more 
likely than their peers to suffer from digital exclusion, identifying three key areas of deficit: 
lack of digital access; lack of digital skills and support; and lack of appropriate safeguarding.iv 
One of the few available studies, funded by the Carnegie Trust, found that both staff 
working in children’s services and young people themselves had significant gaps in digital 
skills and digital literacy. For young people, a lack of access to digital hardware was holding 
back their development and engagement with these important life skills (Anderson and 
Swanton 2018).v 
 
Although bridging the digital divide was initially about improving access to the internet and 
different types of technology, researchers and practitioners are increasingly talking about a 
wider agenda to overcome digital inequality which includes ‘addressing disparities in skills, 
usage and engagement’ (Humphry, 2019). Digital inequalities are also recognised as 
‘complex and multifaceted, structured by pre-existing social, economic and geographic 
inequalities’ (Humphry, 2019).vi 
 
The internet and digital technology has become integral to all aspects of personal, 
professional and public life in most societies, and increasingly central to how public, 
economic and social life functions. It has transformed how we work, communicate, 
consume, learn, entertain and access information and public services (Sanders, 2020).vii 
However, the spread of access and use is uneven and those who are excluded can be limited 
or unable to participate fully in society (Sanders, 2020). The COVID-19 pandemic has 
brought into sharp focus the many inequalities that exist in our society, not least in terms of 
accessing the digital world that many of us take for granted – and couldn’t do without 
during this crisis. However the social isolation experienced during lockdown is not the same 
for everyone. Social isolation and distancing has been linked to increased anxiety, 
depression and stress which can have a detrimental effect on health and wellbeing. These 
risk factors are also associated with poverty, which in itself increases the likelihood of social 
isolation. Social isolation and poverty are well-documented issues (Hughes 2019,viii 
Children’s Society 2016)ix which disproportionately impact on and affect the mental health 
and emotional wellbeing of care leavers. 
 
Digital inclusion is essential for accessing almost everything a care leaver might need: from 
meeting basic needs for goods and services, to accessing advice and information or 
engaging with educational and employment opportunities. Information and practical 
support from everyday services, access to training, accessing DWP and claiming benefits, 
shopping, banking and paying bills are being increasingly delivered online. 
 
The suspension of, or move to virtual platforms for, some formal meetings and processes 
such as Looked After reviews or Pathways Reviews, and even Children’s Hearings, has 
significant impact on the ability to fully participate. As these processes are vital to planning 
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and supporting successful transitions, then any barrier or impediment to full and meaningful 
participation is of concern. This raises fundamental rights issues for many care experienced 
young people during the current pandemic in that they may be unable to fully participate in 
formal process which may make life-changing legal decisions. These meetings and forums 
can already be emotionally challenging to navigate and fully participate in. Lacking digital 
access, both in terms of available technology and connectivity, as well the skills and 
confidence, creates additional barriers and impinges on young people’s rights. 
 
What support do vulnerable or looked after children, their families and carers need from 
local authorities, schools and other service providers in relation to the ‘Digital Divide’? 
The recommendations made in this briefing are a call for the Committee, Scottish 
Parliament, local authorities and all Corporate Parents to see rights-based digital inclusion 
for care experienced children and young people as their responsibility and a key part of all 
pathways planning and aftercare support in Scotland. 
 
One response to the COVID-19 pandemic has been the Scottish Government’s ‘Connecting 
Scotland’ programme, which aims to bring 30,000 digitally excluded households online in 
2020. We welcome that this initiative has recently been extended to support care leavers.   
 
In the short term, a range of positive steps have been taken by individual practitioners, 
teams and local authorities to address digital exclusion for their care leavers. These actions 
are not confined to local authority Throughcare and Aftercare teams and services, other 
stakeholders and care providers have also been proactive and responsive in ensuring care 
experienced young people are digitally connected. These have included: the purchasing and 
provision of IT hardware including laptops, tablets and smartphones to care experienced 
children and young people who required these; funding for additional data allowances, 
provision of dongles, and in some cases the installation and funding for home broadband; 
and relaxation of some of the local rules and restrictions around use of particular social 
media platforms by local authorities, agencies and organisations including Facebook, 
Instagram, WhatsApp, and Zoom. Much of this has been worker-led in response to the 
pressing need to connect with young people via mediums that they are more familiar and 
comfortable with, and driven by a welfare response.  
 
It is reported that responses and solutions from Corporate IT sections at local authority level 
have been slow and in some cases non-existent, as opposed to more bespoke, worker-led 
approaches. These actions are to be welcomed and have made an immediate and positive 
difference to the lives and wellbeing of the care experienced young people who have 
received support. Much of this has been driven and initiated by local teams, highlighting 
again evidence of ‘ad hoc’ and piecemeal responses, part of a ‘postcode lottery’ of 
provision.x It also raises the issue of how sustainable these short-term funded solutions will 
be. These first few months of solutions to address needs in lockdown could be short-lived as 
budgets and services are reconsidered. 
 
The underpinning any longer-term solution needs to be the acceptance of digital connection 
for care experienced children and young people as a basic right, and necessity. There is 
compelling evidence that this should be integral to pathways planning and aftercare 
support, viewed through the lens of statutory corporate parenting responsibilities. IT 
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equipment and digital connection needs to be incorporated into care leaver grants so that 
no young person is leaving care into their own accommodation without online access and 
support. This should include; ensuring all accommodation for care experienced young 
people has reliable and free Wi-Fi/ broadband access, providing key hardware such as 
laptops, tablets or smartphones, and ensuring digital support is freely available to enable 
access, competence and confidence.  
 
Addressing these matters individually within pathways and aftercare support plans, as well 
as on a broader more strategic level, via corporate parenting planning, should become 
embedded in everyday practice. These key barriers to change were identified by our 
research and should be considered;  
 

• Variable corporate access to key online platforms to enable digital engagement (e.g. 
for example video calling via MS Teams or Zoom) within and across local authority 
areas;  

• Gaps in formal digital education for young people;  
• Worker competence and confidence to engage with online spaces and tools through 

training and support;  
• Concerns around managing risk and engagement at a distance via social media or 

other online platforms. 
 
Many of the solutions to improving digital inclusion have already been identified, and there 
is a need for co-ordinated and concerted activity at both national and local levels to 
implement these. We recommend the following key actions:  
 

1. Digital connection and inclusion must be viewed through the dual lenses of ‘rights 
and participation’ and ‘health and wellbeing’; 

2. Corporate parents at both national and local levels apply the ‘assumption of 
entitlement’ principle to the provision of hardware /connection and ongoing 
support; 

3. IT and digital policies are ‘care-proofed’ to ensure that they meet the needs of care 
experienced children and young people, specifically ensuring available digital 
platforms that are ‘user-friendly’ and driven primarily by the engagement needs of 
care experienced children and young people. Local authorities and corporate parents 
avoid the ‘one size-fits-all’ corporate solutions and ensure a range of digital 
platforms and programmes necessary for maximum inclusion;  

4. Each statutory Corporate Parenting plan should explicitly detail what strategic action 
is being taken to ensure that their care experienced children and young people have 
the necessary tech hardware, freely available connectivity (broadband/Wi-Fi and 
data) and the competence and confidence to be safely and fully included; 

5. Individual ‘Looked After’, Pathways and Aftercare support plans should explicitly 
reference and address any need, and remove any barriers in relation to digital 
inclusion. This should include the provision of suitable tech hardware, data 
allowances and connectivity, and ensure children and young people have the 
necessary digital competence and confidence to be safely and fully connected; 
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6. The Connecting Scotland project should be expanded to allocate dedicated tailored 
funding for care experienced children and young people experiencing digital 
exclusion and create a simpler way to access provision and support at local level. 
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