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Investigating Outcomes 0f Online Engagement  

 
Alexander van Deursen, Jan van Dijk and Ellen Helsper 

 

 
ABSTRACT 

 

So far, digital divide research and policy was primarily engaged with access to computers 

and the Internet. The results of having access to these digital media were neglected. This 

article focuses on the tangible outcomes of online access and activity. There have been few 

attempts to measure such outcomes. With respect to digital inclusion, the most interesting 

question is who actually benefits from being online. This article answers this question by the 

results of a representative survey of the Dutch population in 2013. Internet outcomes and 

benefits are framed in concepts of participation in several domains of society: economic, 

social, educational, political and institutional. The results show that the same social 

categories having more access to the Internet also have more outcomes or benefits from 

Internet use: people with high education and income and young people. Outcomes in fact 

are the essence or stake of the digital divide. This study shows that some categories of the 

Dutch population benefit substantially more than others by using the Internet in finding a 

job, lower prices of products and services, better opportunities of education, a political party 

to vote for, new friends, a partner in dating and other outcomes. 
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INTRODUCTION  
 

Among policymakers, there is a strong focus on supporting initiatives that give people the 

opportunities to live in an information society. These initiatives aim to facilitate online 

participation among all individuals in all aspects of life. Research in the field of digital 

inclusion has proliferated rapidly over the last decade, creating a vast body of literature that 

demonstrates the complexity of the factors at play in individual Internet use. With respect to 

digital inclusion, the most interesting question is who actually benefits from being online. 

Unfortunately, theoretical clarity regarding the tangible outcomes of online engagement is 

scarce, and gauging outcomes is most likely the most complex aspect of analyzing access to 

the Internet because many outcomes of Internet use do not have clearly reliable and valid 

measures. Previous research has linked the potential outcomes of Internet use to particular 

user skills or online activities (e.g., Chen and Wellman, 2005; DiMaggio, Hargittai, Celeste 

and Shafer, 2004; Hargittai and Hinnant, 2008; Livingstone and Helsper, 2007; Selwyn, 

2004). For example, it has been suggested that engaging in capital-enhancing activities is 

more likely than certain other types of online activities to facilitate opportunities for users 

(DiMaggio and Hargittai, 2002; Van Dijk, 2005; Hargittai and Hinnant, 2008). However, 

there is no clear understanding of how differences in skills or use translate into variations in 

actual outcomes.  

 

In the current study, we focus on the direct implications of Internet use to reveal how the 

Internet usage immediately affects access to certain opportunities. We depart from studies 

in which participatory domains of digital exclusion are proposed. After proposing a 

classification for Internet outcomes, we attempt to answer the basic question ‘Who benefits 

most?’ by using a representative sample of the Dutch population. This assessment of 

outcomes from Internet use reveals that certain individuals and groups benefit more 

directly than others. Several variables that digital divide research has noted will be 

discussed.  
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THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 
 

The digital divide  

 

The so-called digital divide discourse describes inequalities in contemporary society caused 

by information and communication technology (ICT), and particularly the Internet. The 

idea underpinning this discourse is that there are benefits associated with ICT-usage and 

that non-usage has negative consequences. Original conceptualizations of the digital divide 

were rather superficial, focusing only on the binary of (physical) Internet access/non-access 

and primarily attributing discrepancies in access to differences in economic, social, and 

cultural capital; you either had the resources to establish a connection to the Internet or you 

did not. Internet-connected individuals were on the positive side of this divide and assumed 

to have access to all of the advantages the Internet had to offer (Van Dijk, 2005). Within this 

discourse about the digital divide, attention has now shifted to other areas of digital 

exclusion, including material access, skills, attitudes, and engagement (e.g., Dimaggio et al., 

2004; Livingstone and Helsper, 2007; Katz and Rice, 2002; Selwyn, 2006; Van Dijk, 2005; 

Witte and Mannon, 2010; Zillien and Hargittai, 2009). Research on digital exclusion 

suggests that variations in these dimensions result in different outcomes from Internet use, 

thereby affecting the extent to which the Internet enhances one’s life. An unequal division of 

online outcomes is likely to influence social inequality because online behaviors largely 

mirror offline ones (Witte and Mannon, 2010; Helsper, 2012). Although other media still 

offer entry points to most information and services, people who go online tend to come in 

first in the labor market, in political competitions, and in social and cultural affairs.  

 

Outcomes of Internet use 

 

In digital divide research, it is interesting to ask what the outcomes of Internet use are and 

how people benefit. Several approaches are possible in exploring such outcomes. First, 

studies in the area of uses and gratifications theory (Katz, Blumler and Gurevitz, 1973) 

provide several well-established classifications of expected outcomes (i.e., gratifications) of 

Internet use, which predict individual exposure to the Internet (LaRose and Eastin, 2004). 

Papacharissi and Rubin (2000) used such an approach to examine the behavioral and 

attitudinal outcomes of Internet use. Second, prospective gratification measures are also 

consistent with a social cognitive view of media attendance derived from Bandura’s (1986) 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). In SCT, the expected outcomes of a behavior are important 

determinants of its performance. Third, models of technology acceptance such as the 

Technology Acceptance Model and the Unified theory of acceptance and use of technology 

aim to explain user intentions to use ICT and subsequent behaviors associated with the 
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outcomes of Internet use. Finally, there are studies that focus on even more general 

outcomes of Internet use, such as well-being or happiness (e.g., Caplan, 2003; Kavetsos and 

Koutroumpi, 2010).  

 

However, the tangible benefits of Internet use are rarely presented. The implications of 

Internet use in terms of opportunities—in other words, the direct privileges that Internet 

use might afford—are studied far less in digital divide research. Most approaches do provide 

a general idea of how the Internet is used and which general gratifications are obtained. 

Other approaches use skills or types of Internet engagement as indicators of having 

benefited from online activity. Studies regarding skills and usage have advanced rapidly and 

provided useful classifications (e.g., Warschauwer, 2003; Kalmus et al., 2011; Livingstone 

and Helsper, 2007); however, skills and certain types of usage do not necessarily result in 

actual beneficial outcomes. Therefore, it is time to move another step forward and focus on 

making Internet outcomes tangible. In the explorative approach we take here, for example, 

we make the monetary gratification proposed in uses and gratifications frameworks tangible 

by focusing on outcomes such as selling products or buying goods. Alternatively, a tangible 

health gratification (i.e., outcome) of Internet use would be determining the medical 

condition from which one suffers or finding the best hospital. To measure the possible 

beneficial outcomes of Internet use, it is necessary to determine the categories in which such 

benefits can occur. Here, systematic descriptions of inequality can be helpful, as they 

classify the most valued resources in society. 

 

Classifications of Internet outcomes 

 

Helsper (2012) argues that social and digital exclusion involves similar fields of resources. 

In this respect, the classifications of economic, social, and cultural capital suggested by 

Bourdieu (1984) are often used to explain the types of inequalities that are at stake. 

Helsper’s (2012) conceptualization of fields draws on Bourdieu’s theorization of traditional 

inequalities, Sen’s (1999) classification of capabilities, and Van Dijk’s (2005) conception of 

resources. Van Dijk (2005) considers the main consequence of the digital divide to be 

varying levels of participation in several societal fields that all shape the purposes to which 

the Internet can be put. In each field, possible tangible outcomes as a result of Internet use 

are proposed.  

 

Economic outcomes 

 

Within the field of economic participation, usually finding a job or income and increasing 

household budgets by purchasing products and services by a lower price in buying and 
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higher prices in selling, are the most important achievements. So, this study considers 

outcomes in terms of labor and commerce on the Internet. Labor-related outcomes of 

Internet use could include getting a job or earning increased wages because of job 

performance. For example, a person might get a job because the Internet provides ready 

access to information about job opportunities (Fountain, 2005; Jansen, Jansen and Spink, 

2005). Furthermore, workers who use the Internet may perform better than those who do 

not (perhaps because they have greater access to information and learning opportunities, 

use faster and more efficient forms of communication, or have higher job satisfaction). In 

this way they might obtain more generous performance rewards (DiMaggio and Bonikowski, 

2008; Fountain, 2005). Behaviors associated with Internet use are rewarded by the labor 

market (Freeman, 2002; DiMaggio and Bonikowski, 2008), because workers with less 

Internet access have suffered from wage inequality in many Western countries, in particular 

in the U.S. where wage inequality since the late 1970s was partly related by unequal 

technical skills (Goldin and Katz, 2008).  

 

With respect to commerce, online shopping has recently experienced extraordinary growth 

in all developed countries as a result of Internet use among both enterprises and individuals 

(Pérez-Hernández and Sánchez-Mangas, 2011). Related documented outcomes include 

buying products, obtaining discounts, trading goods for mutual benefit (Bakos, 1998), and 

enforcing discounts by uniting with others (Bhatnagar and Ghose, 2004). In the domain of 

tourism, going online to plan and book more affordable holidays is a worldwide trend 

(Susskind, Bonn, and Dev, 2003).  

 

Social outcomes 

 

Social participation is often defined by the concept of social capital of Bourdieu (1984) and 

the concept of social community of Putnam (2000). Van Dijk (2005) has linked social 

participation to the concept of social resources, which primarily means acquiring social 

connections and obtaining other resources such as material resources. The Internet 

intensifies interpersonal networks both online and offline (Wellman, 2001). Furthermore, 

one can increase social participation by facilitating social contact and a sense of community 

(Katz and Rice, 2002; Quan-Haase, Wellman, Witte and Hampton, 2002). However, these 

potential outcomes are not uncontroversial; some argue that the Internet enables 

individualism or simply functions as an additional means of communication (e.g., Slouka, 

1995). However, Katz and Rice (2002, p. 326) argue that the Internet goes beyond simply 

complementing offline interactions to strengthen them as well, noting that the Internet 

“provides frequent uses for social interaction and extends communication with family and 

friends.” Furthermore, potential social outcomes of Internet use include making and 
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meeting new friends and finding a partner by participating in online dating (Valkenburg and 

Peter, 2007). 

 

Political outcomes 

 

The Internet enables several possible benefits in the domain of political participation. This 

domain contains both institutional politics such as elections and organizing political parties 

and non-institutional politics such as opinion making and political action without parties. 

Willis and Tranter (2002) argue that the Internet may alter politics by involving social 

groups that were not previously engaged in civic participation. However, contrary to popular 

expectations in the 1990s, research indicates that the Internet is not drawing more people 

into the political process, as technical opportunities cannot compensate a lack of political 

motivation by citizens (Brundidge and Rice, 2009; Quan-Haase et al., 2002). However, the 

Internet does provide politically active individuals with an additional vehicle for expression 

beyond traditional media, thus potentially conferring even greater power and influence 

upon these individuals. Furthermore, the Internet makes it easier to join up with a political 

party or group of people with similar political ideals, which might be significant in a time 

when people are becoming increasingly skeptical about politics and politicians. 

 

Institutional outcomes 

 

Institutional participation refers to engagement with public information and services. 

Government and healthcare services fall under the umbrella of institutional participation. 

Receiving public services can be crucial for sustaining life. Government institutions in high-

access countries often assume that the Internet is a generally accessible channel for 

informing and communicating with citizens (Van Dijk, Pieterson, Van Deursen & Ebbers, 

2007). Therefore, the Internet might potentially help people stay abreast of government 

information. Furthermore, the Internet enables improved contact with the government and 

using government services of all kinds.  

 

Institutional participation can also be vital in the most literal sense. Healthcare 

participation is rarely voluntary, as it can be a matter of life and death. Providing health 

information and services online offers many potential benefits, including facilitating 

healthier lifestyles, enabling early detection of potential medical problems, allowing for 

collaborative treatment of illnesses, and providing wider access to treatments (Mittman and 

Cain, 1999). 
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Cultural (or educational) outcomes  

 

Cultural participation encompasses knowledge, skills, education, art, entertainment and 

even social-cultural distinctions that confer social status (Bourdieu, 1984). Internet use can 

provide cultural benefits on all of those aspects of culture. Since the concept of cultural 

participation is very wide, this study focuses on the aspect of education because this has a 

strong relation to the other kinds of Internet outcomes discussed here: economic, social, 

political and institutional outcomes. The Internet provides access to a wealth of distance 

learning opportunities at all levels—from primary schools to university training—and for a 

variety of purposes (i.e., from hobby courses to professional training) (Moore and Kearsley, 

2011).  

 

Differences in online outcomes 

 

Digital divide studies focusing on attitudes, skills, access, and digital engagement have 

defined several variables that can be used to study differences in Internet use; the ones most 

commonly examined include gender, age, and education (e.g., Bonfadelli, 2002; Dutton, 

Helsper, and Gerber, 2011; Fox and Madden, 2006; Hargittai and Shafer, 2006; Jackson, 

Ervin, Gardner et al., 2001; Jones and Fox, 2009; Meraz, 2008; Robinson, DiMaggio, and 

Hargittai, 2003; Wasserman and Richmond-Abbott, 2005; Zillien and Hargittai, 2009; Van 

Dijk, 2005). Education and income are often considered a subcategory of socio-economic 

status. Dimaggio et al. (2004) argued that persons of higher socio-economic status use the 

Internet more productively and to greater economic gain than their less-privileged but 

nonetheless connected peers. Other factors that might contribute to building Internet 

outcomes include employment status and marital status. Disabled, retired, and unemployed 

people and housewives/husbands are often considered laggards in several aspects of 

Internet use when compared to their employed counterparts (e.g., Dobransky and Hargittai, 

2006; Pautasso, Ferro, and Raguseo, 2011). Furthermore, living with a partner or other 

people might improve one's chances of experiencing beneficial outcomes from Internet use 

(e.g. Helsper, 2010), although singles and widow(er)s, for example, might try to get more 

out of Internet use with respect to social interactions. The final factor considered is 

residency. Internet patterns mirror aspects of social structures (Graham, 2008; Van Dijk, 

2005), and people in rural areas have less access to the Internet and lower levels of access to 

broadband connections (Hale, et al., 2010).  
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METHODOLOGY 
 

Sample 

 

We relied on a data set collected in September 2013. PanelClix in the Netherlands 

performed the sampling and fieldwork. Respondents were recruited from an online panel of 

108,000 people which was believed to comprise a largely representative sample of the Dutch 

population (although migrants were slightly underrepresented). Members of this panel 

received a small incentive of a few cents for every survey in which they participated. Panel 

members were invited to participate in the current study via an e-mail explaining the topic 

of the survey and how much time it would take to complete. In total, 2,600 people were 

randomly selected with a goal of obtaining a sample of approximately 1,200 individuals. 

Selection of the respondents accounted for gender, age, and educational level to arrive at a 

representative sample of the Dutch population.  

 

Several measures were taken to increase the survey response rate. The time needed to 

answer survey questions was limited to approximately 15 minutes. In addition, the online 

survey used software that checked for missing responses. Finally, two rounds of survey 

pretesting were conducted with ten Internet users, and amendments were made at the end 

of each round based on the feedback provided. The ten respondents in the second round 

gave no major comments, at which point the survey was deemed ready for posting.  

 

The respondent background variables of gender, age, and education were compared with 

official census data from the Netherlands. Because amendments were made during data 

collection to ensure accurate population representation, analyses showed that the gender, 

age, and formal education of our respondents matched official statistics. As a result, only a 

very small correction was needed post hoc. 

 
Measures 

 

To measure who benefits most from Internet use, the fields of participation discussed in the 

theoretical background are used as a starting point. For each outcome domain, we extracted 

usage items from existing classifications of Internet use. Then, we determined how these 

items might translate into a corresponding benefit. For example, using the Internet for job 

hunting could potentially result in the outcome of finding a better job, or online dating 

might result in finding a potential partner. The following items were extracted from Internet 

use classifications and match economic commerce outcomes: trading goods (Bakos, 1998), 

booking holidays (e.g., Lang, 2000; Zillien and Hargittai, 2007), and buying products (e.g., 

Bhatnagar and Ghose, 2004; Kau, Tang, and Ghose, 2003). Economic labor outcomes might 
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result from the activities of job searching (e.g., Fountain, 2005) or earning higher wages. 

Social outcomes might result from meeting people (Parks and Floyd, 1996; Ridings and 

Wasko, 2010), social interaction (e.g., Quan-Haase et al., 2002), and online dating (e.g., 

Valkenburg and Peter, 2007). Cultural outcomes might result from searching educational 

information (e.g., Dutton and Blank, 2011), and political outcomes might stem from 

participating politically and online voting (e.g., Bakker and De Vreese, 2011; Tolbert and 

McNeal, 2003). Institutional government outcomes might result from contacting the 

government (e.g., Sylvester and McGlynn, 2010), and searching medical information might 

facilitate institutional health outcomes (e.g., Diaz, Griffith, Reinert et al., 2002; Rice, 2006).  

 

Table 1: Internet outcomes 
 

Through the Internet, … M(SD) 
I found an educational course that suits me 0.21(0.41) 
I followed a course that I would not have been able to follow offline 0.14(0.35) 
I bought a product more cheaply than I could in the local store 0.75(0.43) 
I booked a cheaper vacation 0.62(0.49) 
I traded goods that I would not have sold otherwise 0.68(0.47) 
I have more contact with family and friends 0.67(0.47) 
It is easier for friends and family to get ahold of me 0.70(0.46) 
I made new friends whom I met later offline 0.34(0.47) 
A met a potential partner using online dating 0.13(0.34) 
I expressed my political opinion in online discussions 0.13(0.33) 
I joined a political association, union or party 0.05(0.23) 
I found what political party to vote for 0.30(0.46) 
I am better up-to-date with government information 0.63(0.48) 
I have better contact with the government 0.33(0.47) 
I have discovered that I am entitled to a particular benefit, subsidy or tax 
advantage 

0.30(0.46) 

I determined the medical condition from which I was suffering 0.16(0.37) 
My life is healthier because of online medical information 0.29(0.46) 
I found the best hospital for a condition I suffered from 0.17(0.38) 
I found a (better) job 0.18(0.39) 
I earn more money 0.14(0.34) 

 

Note that the list of possible benefits derived from these uses is rather broad. Our goal was 

to include outcomes that are widely acknowledged as products of Internet use for all 

individuals. Table 1 provides an overview of the outcomes derived from usage classifications 

that were used for further analyses in the current study. For each determined potential 

outcome, respondents were asked whether they had ever achieved that particular benefit 

from using the Internet. We attempted to pose questions regarding benefits in the most 

valid, straightforward manner possible and used items with a dichotomous response scale 

(no/yes). These yes- or no-questions ask respondents to report actual behavior (facts of 

outcomes) and not subjective opinions or attitudes.  

 

To measure age, respondents were asked for their year of birth, which was then transformed 

into a continuous age variable. Gender was included as a dichotomous variable. To assess 

education, data regarding degrees earned were collected, which were then used to divide 
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respondents into three overall groups according to low, medium, and high educational 

achievement. Employment status was coded as dummy variables of the following groups: 

the employed, the retired, the disabled, househusbands or -wives, the unemployed and 

students. Income was measured using total family income over the last 12 months, assessed 

on an 8-point scale ranging from “10,000 Euros” to “80,000 Euros or more.” Marital status 

was coded as dummy variables of the following categories: single, married, living together, 

divorced, and widow(er). Finally, place of residence was included as a dichotomous variable 

(urban and rural). 

 

Data analyses 

 

To examine the structure of the outcome items, responses to all items were subjected to 

factor analysis. Principal axis factoring (PAF) with varimax rotation was used to determine 

the factor structure of the 20 items used to assess the Internet outcomes. Costello and 

Osborne (2005) suggest the use of the PAF method if the assumption of multivariate 

normality is violated. Here, the multivariate normality assumption will not be met because 

the scales of the Internet outcomes are composed of binary items that can take only one of 

two values. Given this fact, the use of PAF is more appropriate than other factor analytic 

approaches. An eight-factor structure fitted the results best. A Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin Measure 

of Sampling Adequacy (KMO) of .82 was obtained, which exceeds the target of 0.7 suggested 

by Pett, Lackey, and Sullivan (2003). This result indicates that factor analysis was an 

appropriate strategy for analyzing this study’s data. Bartlett’s Test of Sphericity was also 

statistically significant, χ2=3516.60, p<0.001. Tabachcick and Fidell (2001) suggest .32 as a 

good rule of thumb for the minimum loading of an item. The findings indicate that an eight-

factor solution was considered appropriate for the sample used in this study. In total, 17 

items with minimum factor loadings higher than .32 (all exceeded .40) were selected for 

measuring Internet outcomes. The factor loading values and the loading of the individual 

items are displayed in Table 2. The eight factors extracted from the item analysis accounted 

for 70.0% of the variance.  
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Table 2: Subscale loadings of Internet outcomes 
Subscale Factors  
Through the Internet, … 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 
I found an educational course that suits me .73        
I followed a course that I would not have 
been able to follow offline 

.67        

I bought a product more cheaply than I could 
in the local store 

 .67       

I booked a cheaper vacation  .48       
I traded goods that I would not have sold 
otherwise 

 .40       

I have more contact with family and friends   .60      
It is easier for friends and family to get ahold 
of me 

  .50      

I made new friends whom I met later offline   .45      
I expressed my political opinion in online 
discussions 

   .59     

I joined a political association, union or party    .53     
I am better up-to-date with government 
information 

    .60    

I have better contact with the government     .54    
I determined the medical condition from 
which I was suffering 

     .56   

My life is healthier because of online medical 
information 

     .52   

I found a (better) job       .58  
I earn more money       .42  
I met a potential partner using online dating        .68 

 

Factor 1, which represents educational outcomes, accounts for 23.56% of the variance. 

Factor 2, which represents economic commerce outcomes, accounts for 10.29%, and Factor 

3, which represents social outcomes, accounts for 7.33%. Factor 4 represents political 

outcomes and accounts for 6.47%, whereas factor 5, which represents institutional 

government outcomes, accounts for 5.99%. Factor 6 represents institutional health 

outcomes and accounts for 5.23%. Factor 7 represents economic labor outcomes and 

accounts for 5.20%, while factor 8 represents dating outcomes and accounts for 4.89%. The 

Cronbach’s alpha coefficient obtained for the items overall was high (α=.80). 

 

For each factor, we created a summative scale from the underlying dichotomous items. This 

summative scale was then transposed to a dichotomous scale (i.e., if one of the questions for 

each factor was answered with “Yes,” the factor value was 1. If all of the questions were 

answered with “No,” the factor value was 0). Logistic regression analyses were performed 

for the newly created dichotomous scales to determine the nature of the relationship 

between people’s background characteristics and the Internet outcomes. The regression 

models included the independent variables of gender, age, education, employment status, 

income, household composition, and residency.  

 

Finally, to determine who benefits most overall, we conducted a linear regression analysis 

with a dependent variable created from summing all 17 individual outcomes (M=6.1, 
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SD=3.4, range 0-17). This newly created summed variable was log-transformed to correct 

for skewness. 

 
RESULTS 
 

Respondents 

 

A total of 1,159 responses were received (22%), of which 10 were rejected for being 

incomplete. Thus, a total of 1,149 responses were used for data analysis. Table 3 summarizes 

the demographic profile of the respondents. The mean age of the respondents was 48.2 

years (SD=17.4), with respondent age ranging from 16 to 87. Almost all respondents had 

been born in the Netherlands (95%).  

 

Table 3: Demographic profile  
 N % 
Gender   
  Male 579 50 
  Female 570 50 
Age   
  16-35 288 25 
  36-45 213 19 
  46-55 205 18 
  56-65 226 20 
  66+   
Education   
  Low   354 31 
  Medium  513 45 
  High  282 25 
Income   
  Below modal 249 22 
  Modal 377 33 
  Above modal 234 20 
Social Status    
  Single 260 23 
  Married 557 49 
  Living together 193 17 
  Divorced 94 8 
  Widow 45 4 
Employment   
  Employed 552 48 
  Unemployed 75 7 
  Disabled 85 7 
  Retired 253 22 
  Househusband/wife 90 8 
  Student 94 8 
Residence   
  Rural 501 44 
  Urban 648 56 

 
Internet outcomes  

 

To determine who benefits most from Internet use, we investigated the relationship between 

the eight outcome clusters and the independent variables (cf. Table 4). 
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Economic outcomes 

 

Individuals with medium and high levels of education are more likely to experience 

economic outcomes related to commerce than less educated individuals. Furthermore, 

people with an average income are more likely to benefit from Internet use than those 

earning a below average income. Students are more likely to achieve commerce-related 

outcomes than employed people, and people living together in one household are more 

likely than singles to benefit in this respect. Economic outcomes related to labor (i.e., 

income and job) are most likely to be achieved among the youngest group (i.e., those 

between the ages of 16 and 35). Additionally, unemployed people are more likely to benefit 

from Internet use than employed people. Disabled persons and househusbands/wives are 

less likely than employed individuals to reap these benefits.  

 
Table 4: Logistic regression analyses for Internet outcome clusters  

 Economic 
Commerce 

Economic 
Labor 

Social 
Friends 

Social 
Dating 

Political Institutional 
Government 

Institutional 
Health 

Educational 

Explanatory variables Odds-ratio Odds-ratio Odds-
ratio 

Odds-
ratio 

Odds-
ratio 

Odds-ratio Odds-ratio Odds-ratio 

Constant 1.72 0.724 3.58** 0.58** 0.32* 0.54 0.28*** 0.36* 
         
Gender         
Female 1.28 1.07 1.02 0.49** 0.65* 0.87 1.15 1.02 
         
Age (ref. 16-35)         
36-45 1.99 0.57* 1.15 1.20 0.80 1.65* 0.77 0.50** 
46-55 1.66 0.26*** 1.07 0.45* 0.43** 1.74* 0.89 0.86 
56-65 1.03 0.10*** 0.81 0.50 0.28** 1.71* 0.59* 0.44** 
66+ 0.59 0.09*** 1.06 0.11 0.93 1.37 0.58 0.44 
         
Educational level (ref. 
low)   

        

Medium  1.74* 1.05 0.98 1.49 1.11 1.66** 1.71** 1.21 
High  3.02** 1.41 1.12 1.64 1.04 2.91*** 1.30 2.58*** 
         
Income (ref. below 
average) 

        

Average 2.31** 1.11 1.36 1.75 1.17 1.51* 1.67** 1.35 
Above average 1.85 1.35 1.02 1.26 1.60 2.37*** 1.46 1.63* 
         
Social status (ref. single)         
Married 1.54 0.98 0.98 0.27*** 1.24 1.00 0.81 0.60* 
Living together 2.78* 0.93 2.11* 0.82 1.44 1.49 1.17 1.16 
Divorced 2.08 1.30 2.93** 2.82** 1.64 1.97* 1.25 1.02 
Widow(er) 0.83 1.53 0.85 4.07** 1.61 0.79 0.49 0.61 
         
Labor position (ref. 
employed) 

        

Unemployed 2.35 1.82* 1.57 1.41 1.11 3.63*** 2.80*** 1.57 
Disabled 0.57 0.32** 0.85 0.61 0.99 0.86 1.73* 0.51* 
Retired 0.84 0.40 1.20 1.00 0.78 1.45 1.43 0.59 
Househusband/wife 0.67 0.22** 1.14 1.50 1.05 0.72 1.62 0.40 
Student 3.39* 0.91 1.00 0.66 1.68 1.54 1.79* 1.07 
         
Region (ref. rural)         
Urban 1.00 1.18 0.99 0.73 0.82 1.33* 0.91 0.92 
Nagelkerke R2 .16 .29 .08 .22 .07 .15 .07 .18 
Chi-square 82.65*** 233.76*** 52.97*** 108.48*

** 
43.30 120.36 58.69 136.22*** 

*significant at the 5% level, **significant at the 1% level, ***significant at the 0.1% level 
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Social outcomes  

 

People living with others and divorced individuals are more likely than singles to experience 

the social outcomes of Internet use. Outcomes related to dating are more likely among men 

than women and less likely among people between the ages of 46 and 55, as compared to 

those between the ages of 16 and 35. Unsurprisingly, , married people are less likely than 

singles to benefit from online dating, while divorced and widow(er)s are much more likely.  

 

Political outcomes  

 

Online, men are more likely than women to gain political outcomes. These outcomes are less 

likely among people between the ages of 46 and 55 and 50 and 64, as compared to people 

between the ages of 16 and 35.  

 

Institutional outcomes  

 

Institutional outcomes related to the public services of the government (excluding health-

related ones) are more likely among people between the ages of 36 and 45, 46 and 55, and 

55 and 65, as compared to people between the ages of 16 and 35. Individuals with a medium 

or high level of education are more likely than their less educated counterparts to use the 

Internet to obtain government outcomes such as staying up-to-date with public information 

and maintaining better contact with the government. Furthermore, people with an average 

or above average income are more likely to benefit politically. Divorced people seem to 

achieve more political outcomes than singles. Furthermore, it seems that unemployed 

people benefit more than employed people. Finally, individuals from urban areas benefit 

more than people living in rural areas.  

 

With respect to healthcare-related institutional outcomes, people between the ages of 56 

and 65 benefit less than people between the ages of 16 to 35. People with a medium level of 

education benefit more than people with a lower level of education, and people with an 

average income benefit more than those earning a below average income. Students and 

unemployed people benefit more than employed people from health outcomes.  

 

Educational outcomes 

 

In terms of educational outcomes, individuals between the ages between 36 and 45 and 

between 56 and 65 are less likely to benefit than people between the ages of 16 and 35. 

Furthermore, individuals with a higher level of education and those with above average 
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incomes benefit more. Married people benefit less than singles, and disabled persons 

benefit less than employed people.  

 

Total number of outcomes 

 

To determine who benefits most overall, we conducted a linear regression analyses for the 

sum of the 17 individual outcomes. Table 4 reveals that, with age, the number of benefits 

decrease, while education contributes positively. People with an average or above average 

income gain more from Internet use than individuals earning a below average income. 

Furthermore, when compared to singles, divorced individuals gain more. Finally, 

unemployed people benefit more than employed people. 

 

Table 5: Linear regression analyses for total number of Internet outcomes  
Explanatory  variables Β 
Gender  
Female .02 
  
Age (ref. 16-35)  
36-45 -.06 
46-55 -.15*** 
56-65 -.20*** 
66+ -.21*** 
  
Educational level (ref. low)    
Medium  .06* 
High  .12*** 
  
Income (ref. below average)  
Average .16*** 
Above average .17*** 
  
Social status (ref. single)  
Married .01 
Living together .04 
Divorced .12** 
Widow -.02 
  
Labor position (ref. employed)  
Unemployed .12*** 
Disabled -.03 
Retired -.01 
Househusband/wife -.07 
Student .03 
  
Region (ref.rural)  
Urban .03 
Adj.R2 .14 

*significant at the 5% level, **significant at the 1% level, ***significant at the 0.1% level 
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DISCUSSION 
 

Main findings 

 

Over the last decade, research regarding the digital divide has transformed from considering 

differences in Internet access to exploring variations in attitude, skills, and engagement. The 

basis of this exploration is the idea that some people benefit more from the Internet than 

others. Although this research provides strong indicators of who actually gains from 

Internet use, actual tangible outcomes are rarely measured directly. The current study 

explored outcomes from Internet use in the Netherlands, a country with very high 

household Internet penetration (97% in 2013) and a high level of educational attainment by 

citizens. Our analysis of the data from a representative population survey suggests that the 

Internet contributes to the lives of many Dutch individuals in the economic, social, political, 

cultural, and institutional spheres. The most common economic outcomes achieved are 

related to commerce, such as gaining price advantages. The primary social gains facilitated 

by Internet use include increased contact with family and friends and the creation of new 

friendships online that continue offline. Furthermore, the Internet facilitates institutional 

engagement by providing access to up-to-date public information. Most striking, perhaps, is 

the fact that over a quarter of the respondents claim to live healthier lives due to 

information available online. It is unlikely that any other media could claim to have had a 

comparable perceived impact.  

 

The main goal of this study was to investigate who actually benefits most from Internet use. 

The results suggest that most of the digital divide indicators examined contribute to several 

of the Internet outcomes investigated. We observed differences in economic outcomes 

related to commerce and labor, social outcomes related to friends/family and dating, 

cultural outcomes related to education, institutional outcomes related to the government 

and health, and political outcomes. When comparing outcomes by gender, the only 

difference that emerged concerned political outcomes. It is a common and consistent 

finding in political science research that in most countries women exhibit lower levels of 

political knowledge than men (Dolan, 2011). This difference in interest may influence the 

political outcomes of online engagement. Overall, the results from this study suggest that, at 

least in the Netherlands, gender differences in beneficial Internet use are largely absent. 

 

When comparing different age categories, it seems that commercial and social outcomes 

related to friends and family are gained equally. Both outcomes result from usage activities 

that gained a lot of popularity among people of all ages. With respect to online commerce, 

findings in prior studies regarding age have been inconsistent; some research showed that 
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older individuals are more likely to buy online, while other research found that younger 

consumers more likely than older consumers to shop online (Cowart and Goldsmith, 2007). 

The fact that no age differences appeared for outcomes related to friends and family can be 

approved, as it might suggest that seniors increasingly use the Internet to achieve more 

contact with friends and family, which might counter loneliness. In the political domain, 

middle-aged people seem to benefit more than the youngest and oldest groups. It is often 

suggested that people well into their 40s are more politically engaged (e.g. Putnam, 2000; 

Rosenstone and Hansen, 2003). Perhaps younger people have not yet developed firmly 

ingrained political habits and are therefore much more open to being influenced by new 

political experiences online (Quintelier and Vissers, 2008). It is very notable that young and 

middle-aged people seem to benefit more from the Internet in the area of healthcare, which 

is a domain in which people over 56 have relatively high needs. Overall, it seems that age 

has a negative influence on Internet outcomes, suggesting that the young gain more from 

Internet use than the elderly.  

 

Highly educated individuals benefit more from the Internet than those with less education, 

especially in the domains of economic commerce, institutional government and education. 

Similar results can be observed when investigating differences in income. Although more 

and more people seem to profit from Internet use, the Internet remains more beneficial for 

those with higher social status for several important domains. When information and 

services are offered online (or replaced by online counterparts), the number of potential 

outcomes the Internet has to offer increases. If individuals with higher social status are 

taking greater advantage of these online benefits than their lower status counterparts, 

existing offline inequalities could potentially enlarge, as Internet use and the outcome 

domains investigated here could potentially reinforce each other.  By using Bourdieu's 

classifications of capital, Van Dijk (2005) stressed that economic capital is required to 

support Internet use (e.g., Internet provider subscriptions), social capital is needed to learn 

to connect to and use the Internet, and cultural capital is needed to cope with the diversity 

of available content. Conversely, the Internet can affect an individual’s access to these types 

of capital; for example, it enables users to obtain economic capital by facilitating access to 

profitable resources, social capital by extending physical networks to virtual ones, and 

educational capital by enabling learning experiences. As previous investigations of access, 

skills, attitudes, and Internet activities emphasize, overcoming digital divides is a complex 

challenge. The current study's results concerning employment and marital status, both of 

which affect specific outcome domains, highlight this complexity. Divorced people seem to 

gain from social outcomes related to friends and family and dating. Notably, widow(er)s 

benefit socially by finding potential new partners through Internet use. In contrast to 

previous research, this study’s results indicate that unemployed people gain more benefits 
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from Internet use than employed people. Unemployed individuals are often considered to 

have a low socio-economic status. However, they at least have one resource at their disposal: 

time to spend for using the Internet. Luckily, the Internet offers many possible outcomes for 

them. 

 

Study limitations and future research 

 

Because this study should be considered exploratory in the sense that investigations of 

tangible outcomes within digital divide research are relatively scarce, and there is no theory 

that exactly provides operational definitions for the fields investigated, we attempted to 

create a new instrument using several outcomes that could result from different forms of 

Internet use. Although a factor structure emerged, the outcome domains are represented by 

only two or, in some cases, three items. However, the idea and results seem promising, and 

we encourage others to build upon these results so stronger classifications of Internet 

outcomes will emerge. The notion of digital exclusion has become important in 

communications research, and this study suggests that the Internet has an impact in 

economic, social, political, cultural, and institutional domains.  

 

Although we took a first step towards achieving improved understanding of how Internet 

use facilitates certain outcomes, this study offers only a preliminary exploration of beneficial 

Internet use. In all fields discussed, numerous tangible outcomes can be suggested. We have 

focused on outcomes that are often cited as advantages of Internet use or that are implicitly 

part of Internet use classifications. For future investigations, a more valid and reliable 

nested item structure is needed to cover digital participation in each domain more fully. 

However, one should ensure that these items do not use subjective opinions or attitudes. 

Measures of outcomes from digital engagement are still in their infancy, and the items 

proposed in this study might serve as a starting point for future research.  

 

It also remains unclear how the online outcomes measured relate to their offline 

counterparts. We do not yet know whether people who fail to benefit online succeed offline. 

Although the items used in this study provide some indications, future research should 

attempt to compare instances of online and offline exclusion to provide a more nuanced 

understanding of how exactly people benefit from being online. 
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CONCLUSION 
 
The Internet contributes to the lives of many Dutch individuals in the economic, social, 

political, cultural, and institutional spheres. The most common economic outcomes 

achieved are related to commerce, such as gaining price advantages. The primary social 

gains facilitated by Internet use include increased contact with family and friends and the 

creation of new friendships online that continue offline. Furthermore, the Internet 

facilitates institutional engagement by providing access to up-to-date public information. 

Over a quarter of the respondents claim to live healthier lives due to information available 

online. When answering who benefits most from being online, we observed differences in 

economic outcomes related to commerce and labor, social outcomes related to 

friends/family and dating, cultural outcomes related to education, institutional outcomes 

related to the government and health, and political outcomes. Differences over gender, age, 

education, income, social status, labor position and region all contributed in their own way 

to achieving benefits in the domains studied. Similarities between participation in the 

offline and online world are often a topic of debate in discussions about social inequality. In 

these discussions, the Internet is increasinbgkly considered an active reproducer and 

potential accelerator of social inequality (Witte and Mannon, 2010).  
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