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How existing backgrounds interact with digital capital 

 

1. Introduction  

 

The role played by socio-cultural and economic backgrounds in influencing digital inequalities 

has attracted the attention of scholars since the very beginning of Internet studies (Di Maggio 

et al., 2001). Researchers have increasingly explored the relationship between digital and social 

inequalities by showing some interdependencies between the pre-existing backgrounds of 

individuals and their related degree of digital skills and experience in using the Internet (Blank 

and Groselj, 2015; van Deursen et al., 2015). The main contribution of this paper is to 

conceptualise and measure how various components of individuals’ everyday lives (economic, 

social, cultural, personal, and political components: referred to as the 5Cs from now on) 

contribute to the creation of digital capital. Our research builds on previous studies that have 

shown how individual backgrounds and the context in which people grow up influence how 

individuals approach (Gui and Argentin, 2011), use (van Deursen and van Dijk, 2014), and 

engage (Robinson 2009) with digital technologies. More specifically, our research aims to 

analyse to what extent individual backgrounds influence the increase of digital capital, by 

following the path of other studies that underlined a connection between the cultural, social 

and economic background of users and their Internet access and use (Helsper, 2012; Van 

Deursen et al., 2014; van Deursen and van Dijk, 2015). Adding to these studies, this work 

contributes to the investigation of the interaction between social (Bourdieu, 1985; Coleman, 

1990; Putnam, 1995), political (Syed and Whiteley, 1997), economic (Bourdieu, 1985), 

personal (Becker, 1996) cultural (Bourdieu, 1985) and digital capital. 

Indicators of components to include in this study were guided by the literature on the 

relationship between existing backgrounds and online experiences. In contrast, digital capital 

is a novel concept open to debate, which needs to be explored to identify its constitutive 

elements. To fill this gap in the research, this contribution adopts the concept of digital capital 

provided by Ragnedda (2018) and further developed by Ragnedda and Ruiu (2020), according 

to whom, digital capital is defined as “the accumulation of digital competencies (information, 

communication, safety, content-creation and problem-solving), and digital technology” 

(Ragnedda, 2018). Findings by Ragnedda, Ruiu and Addeo (2019) show that digital capital is 

a specific capital and results from both digital competencies and access to digital technology. 

However, this article adds to Ragnedda, Ruiu and Addeo’s work (2019) by exploring the 

interaction between internalised capacities — digital competencies — and externalised 
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resources — digital technologies — with existing components (5Cs), to understand what 

contributes to the formation of digital capital. In this direction, the originality of this article 

relies upon the inclusion of all these components (5Cs) in a unique model to observe how 

personal, cultural, economic, political, and social backgrounds symbolically interact with 

individual digital competencies and digital access, thus enhancing the increase accumulation 

of digital capital. Therefore, against this background, the investigation is guided by the 

following research question: 

 

RQ: To what extent do existing backgrounds interact with digital capital in terms of 

accumulating specific digital competencies and access to technology? 

 

Answering this research question helps in understanding how digital capital can differ in 

relation to different socio-cultural backgrounds and shed light on the intertwined relationship 

between social and digital inequalities (Ragnedda, 2020). To provide an answer to this overall 

question the article is split into five sections. The first section introduces the theoretical 

background at the base of this research, and the sets of hypotheses formulated to address the 

research question. The second section (and its related sub-sections) illustrates the methods 

applied to develop five indexes used to capture the 5Cs and the strategy of analysis adopted. 

The third section presents the main results of this research. The fourth section discusses the 

results obtained from multiple regression analyses that investigate the relationships between 

the six indexes considered (5Cs plus digital capital). Finally, some conclusions will highlight 

the implications and limits of this work and suggest further direction for continued research. 

 

2. Theoretical Background 

Since the early research on the digital divide, the influence of socio-economic and cultural 

background on the Internet experience has been the focus of multiple studies. Scholars often 

interpreted the gap in accessing (Cammaerts et al., 2003) and using ICTs (Van Deursen, Van 

Dijk and Peters, 2011; van Dijk, 2006) in terms of the availability of social, cultural, and 

economic resources. These interpretations also suggest that these socio-economic and cultural 

inequalities are the causes of the digital divide (van Deursen and van Dijk, 2015). More 

specifically, a domain of extensive research in the digital divide field is devoted to exploring 

the role of different forms of capital in widening digital inequalities (Ragnedda and Ruiu, 

2017). In this vein, several theoretical and empirical studies have analysed the digital divide in 

relation to economic capital (Talcot, 2000; Fuchs, 2009), social capital (Chen et al., 2014; Choi 
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and DiNitto, 2013), and cultural capital (Morgan, 2010; Paino and Renzulli, 2013). The 

literature has acknowledged an interaction – either positive or negative – between social, 

economic, cultural, political, and personal capital and the way individuals access and use the 

Internet.  

 

2.1. Conceptualising capitals/components 

The authors are aware of how capitals are conceptualised (see e.g., the different definitions of 

social capital provided by Bourdieu, 1985; Coleman, 1988; Putnam, 2000) and operationalised 

(Alder and Kwon, 2002; Lin, 1999) plays a key role in determining the results of the interaction 

between the 5Cs and digital capital. For this reason, in this section, we briefly explain how 

each capital/component has been conceptualised, while in the methodology section we will 

explain how we have operationalised each of them.  

Social Capital/Component. We adopted the Bourdieusian approach to social capital (1985), 

defined as the resources embedded in networks of relationships that individuals can activate 

and use to facilitate purposeful actions. Following this definition, the social dimension 

considered in this study is defined as the combination of social commitment, bonding ties, and 

social network as a facilitator of individual agency and embedded in a wider capital exchange 

(e.g., by facilitating the accumulation of other capitals, see Bourdieu, 1985). Social capital 

plays a primary role in generating/reinforcing certain social ties (Williams, 2007) and 

influencing the ways people interact both offline and online and is nested in a wider process of 

capital exchange/transfer/accumulation. In this direction, Williams (2006) developed an 

Internet Social Capital Scale, which adapts social capital indicators to the Internet dimension 

to show the existence of virtual social capital. The literature has often focused on the impact of 

Internet use and access (digital capital) in influencing/determining social capital (Neves, 2015; 

Pénard and Poussing, 2010; DiMaggio et al., 2004; Geraci et al., 2018), showing a positive 

relationship between Internet usage and several components of social capital.  

Cultural Capital/Component. Similar to social capital, cultural capital has been conceptualised 

in Bourdesian terms by considering cultural capital as objectified (cultural products), embodied 

(internalised and intangible), and institutionalised (officially accredited) (Bourdieu, 1985). The 

literature shows some attempts to connect the role of the Internet to the generation of cultural 

capital such as, for example, in the case of generating memes (intended as products of 

embodied and institutionalised cultural tendencies) that can be interpreted as an expression of 

cultural capital (Nissenbaum and Shifman, 2017). Research into the role of digital media in 

engaging with cultural activities (e.g., museums and galleries) shows that digital technologies 
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can offer an opportunity to promote cultural participation (Nesta, 2017). However, in line with 

our research’s aims, we follow the path established by previous studies, such as Meng and 

Hsieh (2013: 86) who pointed out how embodied cultural capital and objectified cultural capital 

are crucial factors that differentiate digital learning opportunities. We are, therefore, interested 

in analysing how previous cultural backgrounds can be reinvested/transferred into the digital 

arena (Robinson, 2009; Calderon, 2021).  

Economic Capital/Component. Along with social and cultural capital, significant attention has 

been given to the role played by economic capital in influencing the digital divide. Earlier 

studies have highlighted how lack of economic resources, or economic capital, is one of the 

main reasons for the gap in accessing the Internet and, thus, it is at the base of the first level of 

the digital divide (Fairlie, 2004; Pohjola, 2003). Since the digital divide evolved and produced 

inequalities in its usage — known as the second level of the digital divide — researchers have 

begun to analyse the role played by the economic, cultural, and social variables in determining 

digital skills/competencies. In this vein, Jara et al. (2015), van Deursen and van Dijk (2015), 

and Fuchs (2009), among others, found a positive relationship between the economic 

component and level of digital skills.  

Personal Capital/Component. In addition to traditional forms of capital, studies on the 

interrelationship between the Internet and existing backgrounds also involve personal capital, 

here defined as the accumulation of all previous personal experiences that affect an individual’s 

present and future preferences and make engagement in particular activities more worthwhile 

for them (Becker, 1996). The majority of studies focused on the influence of the Internet on 

leisure activities, by showing positive associations with certain types of entertainment (Baric 

et al., 2016; Zacha and Lissitsa, 2016). These studies show that the Internet might influence 

choices related to lifestyle, fitness and nutrition, medical knowledge (Cole, Watkins and 

Kleine, 2016), and searching for other people’s opinions/advice, with lifestyle bloggers 

identified as “today’s lifestyle gurus” (Baker and Rojek, 2020). Moreover, the Internet was 

found to influence people’s diet (Levine and Harrison, 2009), reinforce eating disorders 

(Almenara et al., 2019), and daily physical activities through some phone apps (Maher et al., 

2016). However, a limited number of studies have attempted to analyse how personal 

experience influences how people access and use the Internet, which instead is a focus of this 

research.  

Political Capital/Component. Finally, this work considers, in the analysis of digital 

inequalities, political background. It must be noted that not everybody agrees that political 

capital should be analysed independently from social capital. Putnam (1995), among others, 
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includes political capital in social capital, disputing the idea that political capital is a discrete 

capital. However, according to Sørensen and Torfing (2007), social capital refers to the trust-

building process derived from social interaction in civil society, while political capital is the 

cumulative participation and engagement in interactive political processes, which enables 

people to act politically. In this vein, the literature shows contrasting results in terms of the 

influence produced by both the Internet and social media on individuals’ political engagement, 

by showing either positive (DiMaggio et al., 2004; Krueger, 2002; Polat, 2005) or 

insubstantial/negative associations (Fenton and Barassi, 2011; Boulianne, 2009; Quintelier and 

Vissers, 2008). However, there is a gap in the literature in understanding the impact that 

political capital/background might have on the rise of digital capital.  

 

2.2 Hypotheses  

The overall hypothesis that leads this research is that the existing components are positively 

associated with digital capital. More specifically, we are assuming the following:  

 

H1. The social component (social commitment, bonding ties, and social networks) is positively 

associated with digital capital. 

 

Given the variety of dimensions identified by the literature as constitutive of social capital, and 

in the attempt to be more specific, this study focuses on three aspects of the social dimension 

such as social commitment, bonding ties, and social network. Previous studies highlighted an 

intertwined relationship between social capital and digital inequalities by showing, for instance, 

how higher Internet use increases participation in voluntary organisations (Filsinger, 

Ackermann and Freitag, 2019; Wellman et al., 2001), enhances bonding ties offline (Williams 

2019) and plays a bridging function by enlarging users’ online social network (Li, et al, 2018; 

Williams 2006, 2007). However, these studies mainly focus on how the Internet either 

generates or reinforces offline returns in social terms by overshadowing the opposite direction 

of this bi-directional process. In contrast, scarce attention has been paid to exploring how the 

aforementioned social components interact with the accumulation of digital advantage and the 

role played in forming digital capital. In this way, this research fills a gap in the literature by 

examining the interaction between the social component of the existing background — 

intended as the intertwined relationship between social commitment, bonding ties, and social 

network — and digital capital. We are aware of the impossibility of separating such a social 

component from the digital dimension of it (as also suggested by the virtual social capital 



6 
 

identified by Williams, 2006) as well as from other forms of capital, as suggested by Bourdieu 

(1985). However, the definition adopted of social capital here also includes its interactive 

character and interdependence with other forms of capital. 

 

H2. The cultural component (cultural activities and education) is positively associated with 

digital capital. 

 

As with social components, we assume that cultural activities and education positively 

influence digital capital. Previous studies considered the digital experience as a mere indicator 

of cultural capital (Roscigno and Ainsworth-Darnell, 1999; Vryonides, 2007), by defining it as 

individual “techno-dispositions” (Rojas et al., 2004), while other studies explored the use of 

ICTs as a way to increase cultural capital (Broos, 2006). Our hypothesis is based on the 

assumption that digital capital is not a mere subset of cultural capital but a specific capital “that 

includes all the attributes described by Bourdieu, especially in terms of accumulation, 

conversion, and profitability” (Ragnedda and Ruiu 2020, p. 29). With this conceptualisation of 

capital in mind and following the path of research underlined by Meng and Hsieh (2013), 

Robinson (2009) and Calderon (2021), the cultural component can be assumed to be a predictor 

of digital capital.  

 

H3. The economic component (incomes, job status, saving, and property) is positively 

associated with digital capital. 

 

Economic inequalities have been at the centre of digital inequalities studies. Even though 

several studies adopted different approaches and methods, they have increasingly shown how 

a higher economic status positively influences Internet adoption and level of digital skills 

(DiMaggio et al., 2004; Hargittai, 2010; Peter and Valkenburg, 2006; Van Dijk, 2005). Our 

hypothesis moves across these lines, thus suggesting that individuals with higher economic 

components have a higher level of digital capital.  

 

H4. The personal component (interest in information connected to health, lifestyle, and 

opinions) is positively associated with digital capital. 

 

The personal component is conceptualised as personal experiences that affect an individual’s 

present and future preferences (Becker, 1996, pp. 4–6). Previous studies have analysed how 
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the use of the Internet influences leisure activities. However, there is still a need to investigate 

how a variety of personal interests influence Internet experiences. We suggest that the personal 

component positively contributes to digital capital.  

 

H5. The political component (political involvement and political engagement) is positively 

associated with digital capital 

 

Following Sørensen and Torfing (2007), we assume that social and political components need 

to be analysed and operationalised separately. Previous studies focused on the effects of the 

Internet on political engagement, producing contrasting results in terms of the influence 

generated by the Internet on individuals’ political engagement (Papagiannidis and Manika 

2016; Marco, Robles and Antino, 2017). However, there is a lack of literature analysing how 

this component interacts with the way users access and use the Internet. Therefore, this study 

explores the interaction of both political involvement and engagement with digital capital, 

hypothesising a positive relationship.  

 

3. Methodology 

 

This study is based on a sample of the U.K. population (868 respondents), selected by Toluna, 

that appropriately captures the demographic stratification of the U.K. population. The sample 

was stratified according to gender, age, level of education, and income. In total, we aimed to 

obtain a dataset with approximately 850 respondents over the age of 18. A total of 868 

responses were collected over 2 weeks in January 2019. The sample size (868 respondents) 

was calculated as having a 3.33% margin of error at a 95% confidence level. Table 1 shows 

the distribution of the sample by gender, age, level of education, and income (tab.1).  

 

    count % 

Gender 
M 434 50.0 

F 434 50.0 

Age 

18-24 94 10.8 

25-34 151 17.4 

35-44 141 16.2 

45-55 157 18.2 

55+ 325 37.4 
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Education 

Some high school, no diploma 94 10.8 

High school graduate 222 25.6 

Some college credit, no degree 206 23.7 

Bachelor's degree 248 28.6 

Master's degree 68 7.8 

Doctorate degree 30 3.5 

Income 

Under 10k 66 7.6 

11-25k 256 29.5 

26-50K 399 46.0 

51-100 115 13.2 

Over100k 32 3.7 

Table 1. Sample demographics (n=868) 

 

The online survey used software that checked for missing responses and then prompted users 

to respond. The survey was pilot tested with 20 Internet users over two rounds. Amendments 

were made based on the feedback provided. The average time required to complete the survey 

was 25 minutes. 

 

4. Measures and Analysis 

 

To answer the overall research question and test the hypotheses, we performed univariate 

analyses and Factor Analysis to create an index for each component. The choice of focusing 

on specific “components/signifiers” derives from scientific disagreement about the 

characteristics needed to define each existing capital. This is particularly debated when 

considering the Bourdesian attempt to integrate phenomenology and objectivist analysis in his 

perspective (Atkinson, 2010), which suggests a variety of situations that might be identified as 

components of existing capitals. A further step of the research included multiple regression 

analyses to explore the relationship between each component and digital capital. 

The operationalisation and the measurement of digital capital followed the proposal and the 

procedures provided by Ragnedda, Ruiu and Addeo (2019). They identified digital access and 

digital competencies as the two main components of digital capital. Specifically, digital access 

includes four domains: a) Digital equipment used to access ICTs; b) Location of access; c) 

Historical time spent online; d) Support in using it. Digital competencies were measured by 

adopting the DigComp 2.1 framework, which includes five domains, namely a) Information 
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and data literacy; b) Communication and collaboration; c) Digital Content-creation, d) Safety 

and e) Problem-solving. A simplified version of this index is shown in Figure 1. 

 

 

Figure 1. Constitutive components of digital capital (Ragnedda and Ruiu 2020, p. 42). 

 

For each of these two components of digital capital, Ragnedda, Ruiu and Addeo (2019) 

developed an index by performing a Factor Analysis. A Digital Access Index (DAI) and a 

Digital Competences Index (DoCI) were then created. These two indexes (Digital Access Index 

and the Digital Competence Index) were combined through a further extraction of a single 

factor to generate a Digital Capital Index (DCI). The new variable was converted to a range 

from 0 to 100 to simplify its interpretation. In this paper, the DCI is used as a dependent variable 

to investigate the effects that the existing components produce on it.  

The indicators used to measure the 5Cs (independent variables) were selected based on the 

theoretical assumptions, definitions, and conceptualisations provided by the literature. The 

previous sections showed that some studies focused on the role of the Internet in influencing 

specific offline behaviours but neglected the influence of existing resources on pointing the 

Internet experience in specific directions.  

Specifically, the social characteristics (labelled as the “social component”) were 

operationalised by including variables such as trust, social ties, family contact, social support, 

participation, and resource exchange (Putnam 1993, 2000; Coleman, 1988, 1990; Bourdieu, 

1977, 1980, 1985, 2002). The cultural characteristics (labelled as the “cultural component”) 

were operationalised by including cultural consumption and level of education. We 

operationalised this component by combining the three forms of cultural background, namely 

embodied (people’s values, skills, knowledge, and tastes), objectified (possession of cultural 
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goods), and institutionalised (educational attainment) assets. In the case of the embodied 

dimension, we focused on participation in cultural activities (Yaish and Katz-Gerro, 2010), 

whereas for the objectified component we focused not on the material possession of goods but 

on the form of resources such as “listening to classical music” or “doing arts and crafts” that 

build a sense of entitlement. Finally, the institutionalised form of cultural background is 

operationalised through educational qualifications. 

On the other hand, the economic characteristics (labelled as the “economic component”) were 

operationalised in terms of personal annual incomes, employment status, property, and savings. 

The political characteristics (labelled as the “political component”) were operationalised by 

looking at both political involvement and political engagement (Sørensen and Torfing, 2007). 

Finally, the personal characteristics (labelled as the “personal component”) included variables 

that focused on personal interests and motivation (Becker, 1996). 

A Factor Analysis (FA) was performed to construct two indexes related to the social and 

personal components, whereas univariate analyses were performed to create an index for the 

cultural, political, and economic components. The modalities through which the five indexes 

were developed are clarified in the following sub-sections. 

 

4.1 Social Component Index (SCI) 

Since the literature has produced several conflicting definitions of social capital (Lin, 1995; 

Rovai, 2001; Portes, 1998), we focused on those social characteristics that are mostly 

recognised to be interconnected with the Internet. The social component multidimensionality 

was measured by sets of questions in relation to support, bonding ties, and social networks. 

Each set of questions was first transformed into a single variable and then combined into the 

SCI. As shown in Table 2, given the dichotomous nature of the sub-variables included in the 

operational definition of the “support dimension”, they were synthesised into a single variable 

by counting the number of affirmative responses (“yes”) given by each respondent. A higher 

number of “yeses” suggests greater involvement and social commitment. 

 

Variable Question Items Measure 

Social Commitment  

During the last 
12 months have 

you given any 

unpaid help to 
any groups, 

clubs or 

organisations? 

Raising or handling money/taking part in sponsored events 

Dichotomous Yes/No 

Leading the group/ member of a committee 

Organising or helping to run an activity or event 

Visiting people at home 

Befriending or mentoring people 

Giving advice/ information/ counselling 

Secretarial, admin or clerical work 

Providing transport/driving 
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Representing 

Campaigning 

Other practical help 

Any other help 

Bonding ties 
How often do 

you: 

Speak to relatives on the phone 

Six-Point Scale from 

Never to Very 

Frequently 

Speak to friends on the phone 

Talk to neighbours (face-to-face) 

Meet up with relatives who are not living with you 

Meet up with friends 

Social network 

For each of the 

occupations 

below, only tick 
yes' if you know 

someone 

socially who 

does that kind of 

work. 

Secretary Sales/Shop assistant 

Dichotomous Yes/No 

Call centre worker University/college lecturer 

Solicitor Aristocrat/noble 

Accountant Armed forces 

Scientist/researcher Artist/musician/performer 

Nurse Software designer 

Office manager Farmworker 

Chief executive Teacher (primary/secondary) 

Bus, coach or lorry driver  

Finance or Bank manager  

Cleaner  

Factory worker  

Table 2. Operational definition of the variables combined to measure the Social Component Index 

 

Moreover, items related to the bonding ties were synthesised by creating a summated index, 

assuming that the higher the value the more intense the contacts/relationships a person has with 

relatives and friends. This is a fundamental and constitutive part of the social component since 

it shows the network of trusted people that an individual can rely upon. 

The questions related to the extension of the social network have been synthesised into a new 

variable by counting the number of affirmative responses (“yes”) a respondent provided. 

Higher numbers of “yeses”, suggest bigger networks (higher numbers of different kinds of 

people that a person knows). More specifically, we reduced the 37 occupations coded in the 

widely validated Cambridge Social Interaction and Stratification (CAMSIS) scale to 20. With 

this question we were able to assess how many of the 20 occupations they reported to be in 

contact with, thus showing the width of their social network. Finally, the three variables (social 

commitment, bonding ties, and social network) were subject to a FA to verify if they could be 

reduced into an index representing the social component dimension. Results show that each 

variable has a high and positive factor loading on the first component: this means that a single 

factor could be extracted from this set of variables. This factor has been named after the Social 

Component Index (SCI) and included in the regression model (Table 8).  

 

 Factor Loadings 

Social Commitment .725 

Bonding Ties .737 

Social Network .799 
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Cronbach’s Alpha: 0.7 

Table 3. Social Component: Factor Analysis Results. 

 

4.2 Cultural Component Index (CCI) 

The CCI included questions about the respondents’ cultural consumption combined with their 

educational level. The index creation followed a two-step procedure. First, a new variable 

named cultural consumption was generated by combining those answers relative to cultural 

activities (see Table 4). This variable measured both the extension and the intensity of the 

cultural activities in which respondents participated. The higher the score, the wider the range 

and the variety of their cultural consumption is. 

 

 
Question Items Measure 

Cultural Consumption How much do you enjoy: 

Listening to music 

Six-Point 

Scale from 

Never to 

Very 

Frequently 

Reading 

Attending the cinema or an 

outdoor film screening 

Visiting museums or theatres 

Attending concerts 

Practising foreign languages 

Doing arts and crafts 

Going out with friends 

Travelling 

Educational qualifications 
What is your educational 

level? 

Some high school, no diploma 

Ordinal 

High school graduate 

Some college credit, no degree 

Bachelor's degree 

Master's degree 

Doctorate 

Table 4. Operational definition of the Variables combined to measure the Cultural Component Index Variable 

 

The second step was to measure cultural consumption by educational level, to obtain a valid 

proxy of the cultural capital owned by each respondent. Specifically, the individual cultural 

consumption score was combined with the related educational outcome. The result is a CCI in 

which the higher the score suggests a higher cultural component. 

 

4.3 Economic Component Index (ECI) 



13 
 

The Economic Component Index (ECI) was created by combining the following four ordinal 

variables related to the current financial and employment status of the respondents: 

employment status (from unemployed to full-time employed), income level (from under £10K 

to over £100K), property (from renting to owning property worth more than £500K), and 

savings (from none to over £100K). The higher the value, the higher the ECI is. 

 

Variable Question  Items Measure 

Employment 

Status 
Are you currently?  

 Not working condition 

Ordinal 
 Retired 

 Part-time 

 Full time 

Income Annual household income after tax? 

 Under £10k 

Ordinal 

 £11-25k 

 £26-50K 

 £51-100 

 Over £100k 

Property Do you own or rent a property? 

 Rent 

Under £125K 

£126k-250K 

£251-500K 

Over £500k 

Ordinal 

Savings 
Do you have any savings? Pensions, 

shares, ISAs etc. 
 

 None  

£ 0 - £10k  

£ 11k - £25k 

£ 26k - £50k 

£ 51k - £100k 

Over £100k 

Ordinal 

Table 5. Operational definition of the Variables combined to measure the Cultural Component Index 

 

4.4 Personal Component Index (PeCI) 

The Personal Component Index (PeCI) was created by performing a FA that included a set of 

items meant to measure respondents’ propensity to develop some individual features. 

Respondents were asked to rate how often they perform an individual activity on a six-point 

scale from “Never” to “Very frequently”. The FA’s results confirmed the extraction of a single 

factor named after the Personal Component Index. 
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 Factor Loadings 

Come across lifestyle magazines / features / articles .752 

Look up information on how to improve your fitness .859 

Use exercise or nutrition programs .827 

Ask for advice on a medical condition .760 

Look up information or consult others' opinions to understand problems or issues that 

interest you 
.822 

Cronbach's Alpha = 0.8 

Table 6. Personal Component: Factor Analysis Results 

 

4.5. Political Component Index (PCI) 

The Political Component Index (PCI) is a composite indicator developed by following a similar 

strategy to that adopted to create the variables aggregated into the SCI. The political component 

was measured with two sets of items: the first represents political engagement, while the second 

represents political participation. The two variables were combined into a single variable by 

counting the number of “yeses” a respondent gave. The higher the number of affirmative 

responses, the higher the political involvement and engagement. 

 

Variable Question Items Measure 

Political 

Engagement 

In the last 12 

months, have you 

taken part in any of 

the following 

activities?  

Contacted a local radio station, television 

station, or newspaper 

Dichotomous 

Yes/No 

Contacted the appropriate organisation to deal 

with the problem, such as the council 

Contacted a local councillor or MP 

Attended a public meeting or neighbourhood 

forum to discuss political issues 

Attended a tenants' or residents' group 

Attended a protest meeting or joined an action 

group 

Helped organise a petition on a national or 

international issue 

Participated in any political activities 

Launched or signed a petition 

None of the above 

Political 

Participation 
Did you vote? 

In the last general election 

Dichotomous 

Yes/No 

In the last local council election 

Did not vote in either election 

Not eligible to vote in either 

Prefer to not say 

Tab. 7. Operational definition of the Variables combined to measure the Political Component Index 
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Following the creation of an index for each component, either through FA or univariate 

analysis, we summarized these indexes into a unique model by performing a multiple 

regression analysis where digital capital is used as a dependent variable and existing 

components are used as independent variables (Table 8).  

 

5. Results and Discussions 

The results (Table 8) show a picture in which digital capital is positively related to the existence 

of four previous components. 

 
  

Standardized 

Coefficients 

t Sig. Collinearity 

Statistics 

 

 
Std. Error Beta 

  
Tolerance VIF 

(Constant) 2.318 
 

12.577 0.000 
  

ECI 4.457 0.273 8.924 0.000 0.760 1.316 

CCI 0.362 0.196 5.869 0.000 0.638 1.566 

SCI 0.602 0.251 7.403 0.000 0.618 1.619 

PCI 0.345 -0.027 -0.894 0.372 0.797 1.255 

PeCI 0.585 0.213 6.551 0.000 0.673 1.486 

Predictors: PeCI, PCI, ECI, CCI, SCI - Dependent Variable: Digital Capital 

Table 8. Influence of 5Cs on Digital Capital 

 

The model explains approximately 47.2% of the variance of the independent variable. G the 

value of the Adjusted R Square (.468) is close to that of the R Square (.472), there is no 

significant loss of predictive power (shrinkage) (Field, 2017). The Durbin-Watson value is 

between 1.5 and 2.5, suggesting that there is no linear autocorrelation in the data (Ho, 2014, p. 

296). There is no multicollinearity given tolerance values above 0.1 and VIF values under 10 

(Field, 2017; Ho, 2014, p. 309). Finally, education and income have not been used as control 

variables because the former is part of the Cultural Component Index, the latter has been 

considered to create the Economic Component Index. Furthermore, the Economic Component 

Index was normalised by age before entering the regression model, enabling us to remove the 

effect of age on the economic component (since younger respondents are more likely to have 

had less time to accumulate savings or buy a house). 
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The results show that existing backgrounds have a positive and statistically significant effect 

on digital capital with the only exception being the political component (p>0.05). Thus, the 

economic, social, personal, and cultural components (listed here from the highest to the lowest 

standardized Beta score) have an impact on digital capital: the higher an existing component, 

the higher the digital capital level is.  

Digging deeper into each of the above-mentioned components and following our hypotheses’ 

order, our data shows how the increase in the social component is positively associated with 

increase in digital capital. Previous studies, from one side, did not use digital capital as a 

holistic concept and index, and from the other side did not analyse how the social components 

influence digital capital. Our research fills both of these gaps, responding to a need to identify 

a comprehensive index that might facilitate the investigation of the relationship between 

existing social backgrounds and the accumulation of digital capital. Our investigation shows a 

positive relationship between the social component and digital capital. Conceiving digital 

capital as a whole (competencies plus access) might help facilitate understanding of its 

interaction with social inequalities. In this specific case, it helps explain the connection between 

the digital and some social components, in turn pointing policymaking towards measures aimed 

at increasing social commitment, reinforcement of the bonding social component, and 

enlargement of social networks. This supports what was suggested by the first hypothesis, by 

showing how an increase in the social component corresponds to an increase in digital capital. 

This is useful, e.g., in terms of facilitating policymakers in the investigation of how differences 

in terms of social background correspond to differences in digital capital. 

The second hypothesis explored the association of the cultural component and digital capital. 

Several studies (Calderon, 2021; Ragnedda et al., 2019; Cruz-Jesus et al., 2016; van Deursen 

et al., 2014) showed how education is positively related to both digital access and digital 

competencies. Our data moves across these lines, by showing not only that education is 

positively related to both access and competencies, but also that cultural activities impact on 

digital capital. Thus, as suggested by the second hypothesis, individuals with more 

sophisticated cultural backgrounds are more likely to have a high level of digital capital. Digital 

capital interacts with existing backgrounds, but it is not just a simple reflection of the cultural 

component. Therefore, this contributes to the interpretation of digital capital as a specific 

capital and not a mere subset of cultural capital (Nissenbaum and Shifman, 2015; Paino and 

Renzulli, 2013).  

In the same vein, the third hypothesis related to the influence of the economic component —

here intended as a combination of income, job status, savings, and property — on digital capital 
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is supported by the analysis. Previous research demonstrated how the economic component 

positively influences both access (NTIA, 1995, 1998) and competencies (Fuchs, 2009; 

Hargittai, 2010) in using ICTs. However, this result adds to previous findings by shedding light 

on the possibility of considering the digital experience as a specific component in its interaction 

with other possessions (such as owning a house or having a specific job/income). One of the 

primary characteristics of the different forms of capital is the possibility of reinvesting them 

into new forms of capital. For example, economic capital can be invested in cultural capital 

(e.g., higher education), which in turn may be reinvested in other capitals (e.g., digital capital) 

(Ignatow and Robinson, 2017). Therefore, while economic capital might be also invested to 

acquire both access to ICTs and cultural advantages, cultural capital might be invested in 

acquiring digital skills. In this direction, studies that investigate the position occupied by social 

actors within their field of action should also take into account the accumulation of digital 

capital in addition to traditional forms of capital. 

The same applies to the personal component, thus supporting the fourth hypothesis. Personal 

choices in lifestyle and problem-solving information, as well as personal interests, are 

positively associated with digital capital. While the literature has mainly investigated how use 

of the Internet might impact personal lifestyle and interests, our research analysed whether the 

personal component is a predictor of digital capital. The results of our research confirmed this 

hypothesis, showing how those who have a higher level of the personal component tend to also 

have a higher level of digital capital. 

Finally, the fifth hypothesis related to the influence of the political component on digital capital 

is not supported by the analysis. The present study supports a negative, but not significant 

association between the political component and digital capital. This result might be read in 

light of those findings discussed in the literature review section. The investigation of the 

relation between digital activities and increase in political engagement has produced 

controversial and contrasting results.  

Furthermore, in terms of what component influences digital capital the most, the multiple 

regression analysis shows that the economic component is the strongest predictor. Together 

with the social component, it has the strongest influence on digital capital. This suggests that 

these existing backgrounds have a positive effect on the digital experience. In turn, the 

influence of these components on digital capital supports interconnections between social 

inequalities and digital inequalities. However, the economic component should not be 

perceived as synonymous with “class” which also includes, from a Weberian perspective, 

status and prestige and is thus determined by cultural and social capital. For this reason, the 
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overall result of the multiple regression analysis is in line with the literature that has 

demonstrated how higher socio-economic status (SES) groups are more likely to use the 

Internet for capital-enhancing activities (DiMaggio et al., 2004) and to reinforce their social 

position in society (Ragnedda, 2017; van Deursen and van Dijk, 2014). Accordingly, as 

previous research has suggested, the use of the Internet by higher SES groups is more 

sophisticated and elaborate than their counterparts (Bonfadelli, 2002; Peter and Valkenburg, 

2006; Van Dijk, 2005). In this vein, the present results support that those with higher cultural, 

economic, social, and personal status have higher-quality digital experiences and, therefore, 

more sophisticated and elaborate digital access and competencies in using the Internet. This is 

a useful insight into digital policymaking because it provides a set of characteristics that might 

be prioritised to enhance the development of digital capital in different contexts.  

What is original in this approach relates to facilitating the creation of “typologies” of users in 

relation to their existing backgrounds that might facilitate the development of ad hoc 

intervention to enhance the accumulation of digital capital. In this direction, some discussion 

should be devoted to the implications of this work in policy terms at the international level. 

The development of a digital index might become particularly useful to shed light on some 

aspects that are neglected by the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) established by 

the United Nations in 2015. The SDGs do not include a specific goal concerning digital 

inequalities, which are not even considered under the social inequalities umbrella. Despite a 

recognition of the transversal importance of ICTs in achieving the SDGs by the literature 

(Ericsson, 2015; Tjoa and Tjoa, 2016), they are only specifically mentioned as a component of 

Goal 9 (“industry, innovation and infrastructure”). However, the two indicators included in 

these goals refer to access to both mobile broadband and the Internet, without considering the 

transformative role of ICTs and their impacts on achieving sustainability goals. The two 

indicators still focus on one component of digital capital (access), which is not sufficient to 

capture inequalities at different levels of the digital divide. These are in turn linked to digital 

competence and individual capacity to benefit from the use of the Internet. The role of ICTs 

has become a focus for policymakers to drive development in line with the SDGs (O’Donnell 

and Sweetman, 2018). However, the SDGs conceptualise their importance mainly in terms of 

access, thus undervaluing digital competencies and the capacity to turn experience of using the 

Internet into social benefits that might improve quality of life. Therefore, the integration of 

such a digital index might be pivotal to understanding both positives and negatives of the 

interrelation between digital advances and other SDGs in different contexts, its related ethical 

challenges (e.g., in terms of spreading misinformation), and the need for international action 
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(Souter 2021). Moreover, given that the COVID-19 crisis forced services, resources, and 

opportunities to migrate online, access to and proper use of ICTs for everyday life have become 

essential to being fully included in society. At the same time, existing social inequalities 

influence digital capital and, ultimately, individuals’ life chances. Therefore, this paper 

highlights the need to simultaneously analyse digital and social inequalities, to drive 

development in line with the SDGs. Finally, some lessons learned from this study might be 

translated into policy recommendations. Specifically, the increase in digital competencies goes 

hand in hand with stronger economic, social, personal, and cultural backgrounds, which 

suggests that intervening on these variables can have considerable effects on the increase in 

digital capital that, in turn, might help tackle social inequalities. 

 

6. Conclusions 

 

This work contributes towards showing that digital capital — conceived as a capital that 

includes both competencies and access to ICTs — can help facilitate understanding of the 

interaction between digital and social inequalities. This means that, when both researchers and 

policymakers attempt to tackle digital inequalities, they need to take into account the 

intertwined relationship between existing backgrounds and the digital experience. Based on a 

specific context, represented by the U.K., this study offered an analysis of the effects produced 

by different existing backgrounds on the accumulation of digital capital by establishing some 

priorities that might be of interest for policymaking. Intervening in increasing the levels of 

specific types of components may help simultaneously tackle both social and digital 

inequalities. Moreover, this paper offers a model that might be applied to different contexts to 

see if the same priorities emerge.  

As highlighted by our research, existent backgrounds interact with digital capital, which in turn 

reinforces digital differences. This reflects the bridging character of such components that 

might be further explored to understand a potential double-loop process (offline → online → 

offline) in which social inequalities produce digital inequalities, which in turn might reinforce 

social inequalities. Metaphorically speaking, this article investigated the first part of the bridge, 

in terms of the relationship between previous resources and experiences and the way 

individuals access and use the Internet. Further research is needed to investigate “the second 

part of the bridge”, which is related to how and to what extent digital capital influences 

observable outcomes (known as the third level of the digital divide) in each of the five areas 

illustrated in this article. Finally, another possible direction future research might take is to 
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look more deeply at how digital capital impacts “wellbeing”, by focusing on its correlation 

with variables such as ‘success’ or ‘happiness’.  

There are several limitations to this study that should be emphasised. First of all, in analysing 

the impact of existing backgrounds on digital capital, it would be impossible to perfectly 

separate the “existing components” from their digital dimension. The risk might be to have the 

independent variable (existing component) not independent from the dependent variable 

(digital capital). To overcome this limit, we adopted component definitions and 

operationalisations that also include their interactive character and interdependence from other 

forms of capital. This is in line with Bourdieu’s conceptualisation of capital as a result of 

phenomenological and objective dimensions. However, we are aware that measures cannot 

always be teased apart from their online expression. Secondly, the results are shaped by the 

operational definition of each component that we provided. Many more variables could have 

been included in the empirical research. However, each component was operationalised by 

following previous studies and models that sounded pertinent to the project. For example, to 

create the Social Component Index (SCI), we identified some indicators — inter alia social 

activities, individuals’ commitments, social ties, and social network — broadly recognised by 

the literature as indicators of individual social components and combined them to explore the 

general effects of such a combination on the digital experience. We are aware that this way of 

measuring SCI might be problematic, and further studies might expand (or reduce) the 

indicators included in the SCI, or identify additional components to better reflect the social and 

cultural context in which the research is carried out. Furthermore, additional limits relate to the 

interaction between various capitals, and this makes it difficult to isolate the different 

components of capitals. For this reason, we relied on the literature for the identification used 

to capture the 5Cs. Finally, confirmative research is necessary to reveal whether these 

hypotheses, tested and verified with a stratified sample of the U.K. population, are replicable 

in other socio-cultural contexts.  

Moreover, this research intended, for the very first time, to establish whether digital capital is 

positively associated (as we hypothesised) with other capitals/backgrounds. The fact that the 

results are in line with previous findings further supports the validity of the digital capital 

construct as a specific capital, despite its connections with cultural, social, economic, personal, 

and political components. Rather than using different and partial indicators of the digital 

experience, this study identified a comprehensive index (digital capital) that might facilitate an 

investigation of the relationship between existing backgrounds and digital inequalities.  
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In conclusion, this research supports the idea that digital inequalities are intertwined with 

previous backgrounds. This suggests that policymaking needs to take into account the influence 

of these existing components on digital inequalities. The results of this study underscore the 

role of digital capital as an indicator of larger social, economic, personal, and cultural 

inequalities found across society.  
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