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VUB: Phd-track 1 : The role of Social Support to promote Digital Inclusion 
VUB Supervisors:  Leo Van Audenhove, Wendy van den Broeck  ; Ilse, Marien 
 
Covid-19 and the resulting lock downs and restrictions have put the issue of digital inequality back in 
the picture. It has become painfully clear that not all have access to the same technology and/or 
possess the necessary skills to operate technology even if people do have access to technology. Being 
able to operate technology, to use applications, to keep up with change and to solve problems requires 
different learning and coping mechanisms.  
 
We know that formal education only plays a minor role. Individuals draw on many resources to keep 
abreast of change and to be able to function within a digitize society. In this study we will look at the 
role of social support for digital inclusion in the highly socially stratified context of South African. We 
define social support as the aid—emotional, instrumental, and informational—that an individual 
receives from his/her network in his/her use of digital technologies.  
 
We define emotional aid as the support given through appraisal or social companionship during a time 
of heightened distress caused, for instance, by an individual’s fear of technology, while informational 
aid is a task-oriented form of support (e.g., teaching an individual to use a computer). Informational 
aid refers to the guidance, advice or feedback an individual receives during the learning process. Social 
support for digital inclusion points to the diverse nature of support networks and highlights the variety 
of support seeking patterns people use and/or combine, from individuals without access to support 
networks, to individuals who gain support by emulating others.  
 
This is a strongly under researched topic in both North and South. Yet, understanding the nature of 
social support, and how people draw on social support and resources, can learn us to better adapt 
intervention strategies taking these mechanisms into account. 
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VUB: Phd-track 2: A systemic ecosystems approach to enable digital inclusion  
VUB Supervisors:  Leo Van Audenhove, Wendy van den Broeck  ; Ilse Marien 
 
Digital inclusion is more and more recognized as a central challenge in a digitized society. All citizens 
need access to digital communication technology, they need the skills and competences to use and 
work with digital applications and they need the knowledge to use technologies for social change. 
Since the 1990s governments have struggled to develop policy and implementation approaches in 
relation to the digital transformation.  
 
The challenge is daunting and comprises several policy fields ranging from media, ICT, 
telecommunication, education, social welfare, etc. On top of that, actions and solutions need to be 
organised at the local level close to citizens. Local institutions, intermediaries, schools, etc. are better 
equipped to understand the real needs of citizens lacking access, motivation, skills and competences. 
Unfortunately governments have often conceptualised policy in silos.  
 
On top of that little attention has been paid to the possible role of private actors in closing digital 
inequality. Due to Covid 19 private players have become urgently aware that a lack of digital 
competences has negative effects on its employees and its customers and that it has a vested interest 
in ensuring that large parts of its workforce and customer base is digitally included. In this project we 
look at digital inclusion from a systemic ecosystems approach.  
 
At the local (community) level we look at all players involved in digital transformation and what their 
(potential) role is in digital transformation and inclusion. On the basis of this recommendations are 
formulated for policy supporting the development of collaboration in the ecosystem. 
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Ghent: Phd-track 1: Developing and testing the psychometric properties of a cross-national digital 
inequality scale 

Context  

• Ghent Phd Student: Sarah Anrijs (joint PhD Ugent – UWC, started in Oktober 2018 – will end in 
Sept 2022) 

• Ghent Supervisors: Koen Ponnet (Ugent), Lieven De Marez (Ugent), & TBD (UWC) 
 

Research aim 
Although several scales exist in the domain of digital inequality research, these scales often measure 
ICT access in a binary way, for instance having or not having ICT access (Lupač, 2018; Ragnedda et al., 
2019). The COVID19 crisis has however made clear that it’s not only a matter of having or not having 
a laptop or internet, but also a matter of e.g., having good internet speed and having enough internet 
skills. Given the lack of an easy-to-administer digital inequality scale (DIS) that measures who is 
digitally disadvantaged, we want to develop and test the psychometric properties of such a scale. We 
already started in Belgium, and the aim of this track is to adapt this scale to the context of South-
Africa, and make cross-national comparisons.  In South Africa, for example, the lack of digital inclusion 
measurement has retarded the country’s ability to invest effectively and smartly to mitigate 
underlying digital exclusion. As a result large parts of the country remain outside of the digital society. 
Once developed, the scale can be integrated and validated in a digitization monitoring instrument 
such as Digimeter in Belgium (imec.digimeter 2020 | imec Vlaanderen). In this Digimeter, digitization 
is monitored on more than only access metrics, but also skills/competences and attitudes. Based on 
the interplay between them, digital readiness profiles can be made, and digital inequalities identified. 
 
 
Team & expertise 
Ponnet is an international expert in structural equation modeling. He co-operated in many national 
and international data collection projects, and has extensive expertise in developing questionnaires 
and research designs, which resulted in the construction and publication of several new scales, like 
the Expressive and Instrumental Online Neighborhood Network Uses Scale (De Meulenaere et al., in 
press), the Social Media Political Participation Scale (Waeterloos et al., 2020), the 
Methamphetamine Decisional Balance Scale (Khazaee-Pool et al., 2018), the Parental Mediation 
Strategies with Regard to Internet Use scale (Symons et al., 2017), … Together with Anrijs & De 
Marez, he developed the Digital Difficulties Scale (Anrijs, Ponnet, & De Marez, 2020), which is a 
precursor of the Digital Inequality Scale. Lieven De Marez is the founding father and project lead of 
the Digimeter monitor in Belgium. For already 12 years it is the reference in Flanders for companies 
as well as policy makers to feel the pulse of digitization, based on a monitoring of access, 
skills/competences and attitudes. If the opportunity could be found to set up a ‘Digimeter’ in South 
Africa, Lieven and his Digimeterteam will provide all support on the operational as well as 
methodological side. Main contact on this side, will be Karel Vandendriessche. 

 

References related to scale development 

1. Waeterloos, C., Walrave, M., & Ponnet, K. (2021). Designing and validating the Social Media 
Political Participation Scale: an instrument to measure political participation on social media. 
Technology in Society, 64, 101493. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.techsoc.2020.101493.  

2. Khazaee-Pool, M., Naghibi, S. O., Pashaei, T., Chaleshgar-Kordasiabi, M., Daneshnia, M., & Ponnet, 
K. (2021).  Drug Abstinence Self-Efficacy Scale (DASES): Psychometric Properties of the Farsi 
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Version. Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy, 16:1. 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s13011-020-00336-9.  

3. Jahangiry, L., Parviz, R., Mirghafourvand, M., Khazaee-Pool, M., & Ponnet, K. (2020). The 
psychometric properties of the Persian menopause rating scale. BMC Women's Health, 20:172 
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12905-020-01027-0.  

4. De Meulenaere, J., Baccarne, B., Courtois, C., & Ponnet, K. (2021 – in press). The Development 
and Psychometric Testing of the Expressive and Instrumental Online Neighborhood Network Uses 
Scale (ONNUS). Cyberpsychology: Journal of 
Psychosocial Research on Cyberspace. 

5. Anrijs, S., Ponnet, K., & De Marez, L. (2020) Development and psychometric properties of the 
Digital Difficulties Scale (DDS): An instrument to measure who is disadvantaged to fulfill basic 
needs by experiencing difficulties in using a smartphone or computer. PLOS ONE 15(5): e0233891. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0233891. 

6. Khazaee-Pool, M., Alireza Shoghli, A., Pashaei, T., & Ponnet, K. (2019) Psychometric Properties of 
the Persian Version of the Cancer Attitude Inventory. BMC Public Health, 19, 1402. 
doi.org/10.1186/s12889-019-7756-3. 

7. Khazaee-Pool, M., Pashaei, T., Alizadeh, R., & Ponnet, K. (2019). New Educational Model to 
Promote Breast Cancer Preventive Behaviors (ASSISTS): Development and First Evaluation. Cancer 
Nursing: An International Journal for Cancer Care, 42(1): E44-E51. DOI: 
10.1097/NCC.0000000000000560.  

8. Khazaee-Pool ,M., Jahangiry, L., Pashaei, T., Ramezani-Badr, F., Nadrian, H., & Ponnet, K. (2018). 
Development and Psychometric Properties of the Methamphetamine Decisional Balance Scale 
(METH-DBS) for Young Adults. Substance Abuse Treatment, Prevention, and Policy, 13, 38. DOI: 
10.1186/s13011-018-0175-0.  

9. De Bruyn, S., Wouters, E., Ponnet, K., Van Damme, J., Van Hal, G., and the Task Force substance 
use in Flemish universities and colleges (2017). The psychometric properties of a shortened Dutch 
version of the Consequences Scale used in the Core Alcohol and Drug Survey. PLoS ONE 12(12): 
e0187876 Doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0187876.  

10. Khazaee-Pool, M., Arefi, Z., Roshani, D., Pashaei, T. & Ponnet, K (2017). Development and 
Psychometric Properties of a Questionnaire to Measure Drug Users 'Attitudes toward Methadone 
Maintenance Treatment (DUAMMT) in Iran. BMC Public Health. 17:906. DOI 10.1186/s12889-017-
4911-6.  

11. Symons, K., Ponnet, K., Emmery, K., Walrave, M., Heirman, W. (2017).  A Factorial Validation of 
Parental Mediation Strategies with Regard to Internet Use. Psychologica Belgica, 57(2), pp. 93–
111 DOI: https://doi.org/10.5334/pb.372. 

12. Khazaee-Pool, M., Pashaei, T., Jahangiry, L., Ponnet, K., Gholami, A., & (2017). Exploring breast 
cancer-preventive lifestyle and social support in Iranian women: A study protocol for a mixed 
methods approach. International Journal for Equity in Health, 16:97. DOI 10.1186/s12939-017-
0592-0.  

13. Khazaee-Pool,M., Pashaei, T., Ponnet, K., Jafari, F., & Alizadeh, R. (2017). Decisional Balance 
Inventory (DBI) Adolescent Form for Smoking: Psychometric Properties of the Persian Version. 
BMC Public Health, 17, 507. DOI 10.1186/s12889-017-4425-2.  

14. Khazaee-Pool, M., Moridi, M., Ponnet, K., Turner, N., & Pashaei, T. (2016). Psychometric properties 
of the Persian version of the Time to Relapse Questionnaire (TRQ) in substance use disorder. The 
American Journal of Drug and Alcohol Abuse, 42, 6, 682-688. doi: 
10.3109/00952990.2016.1172593.  

15. Khazaee-Pool, M., Majlessi, F., Montazaeri, A., Pashaei, T., Gholami, A. & Ponnet, K. (2016). 
Development and psychometric testing of a new instrument to measure factors influencing 
women’s breast cancer prevention behaviors (ASSISTS). BMC Women’s Health,16:40. DOI 
10.1186/s12905-016-0318-2. 9.  
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16. Wouters, E., Le Roux Booysen, F., Ponnet, K., & Baron Van Loon, F. (2012) Wording Effects and 
the Factor Structure of the Hospital Anxiety & Depression Scale in HIV/AIDS Patients on 
Antiretroviral Treatment in South Africa. PLoS ONE 7(4). DOI:10.1371/journal.pone.0034881. 

17. De Corte, K., Buysse, A., Verhofstadt, L.L., Roeyers, H., Ponnet, K., & Davis, M.H. (2007). Measuring 
empathic tendencies: Reliability and validity of the Dutch version of the Interpersonal Reactivity 
Index. Psychologica Belgica, 47, 4, 235-260. DOI: 10.5334/pb-47-4-235. 

18. De Marez, L., et al. (Digimeter reports 2021, 2020, 2019 …. 2009): imec.digimeter 2020 | imec 
Vlaanderen 

19. Baccarne, B., & De Marez, L. (2021). Co-shaping smart cities : participation inequalities in civic 
crowdsourcing. INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF URBAN PLANNING AND SMART CITIES, 2(2), 34–47. 
https://doi.org/10.4018/ijupsc.2021070103. 
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Phd-track 2: The impact of financial stress and digital inequality on mental health 

Context  
• Gent Phd Student: TBD (joint PhD Ugent – UWC) 
• Gent Supervisors: Koen Ponnet (Ugent), Lieven De Marez/Mariek Van den Abeele (UGent), & 

TBD (UWC) 
 

Research aim 
A large body of research on the negative influence of financial hardship on families and children has 
been based on the family stress model (FSM; Conger & Conger, 2002; Ponnet, 2014, 2016). According 
to this model, income indirectly affects parent’s psychological distress (e.g., depressive feelings, 
efficacy) and creates interparental conflicts (or relationship problems) due to feelings of financial 
stress (Conger & Donnellan, 2007; Barnett, 2008). Participating in today’s digitizing society however is 
increasingly dependent on being connected and being able to participate in that connected society. In 
a world characterized by technological acceleration (cf. Rosa, 2003), that dependency entails an extra 
financial pressure, as staying up to date and connected in our ever-evolving technological landscape 
requires financial investments in both infrastructure (devices, apps) and services (tariff plans, paid 
accounts, …). The financial pressures stemming from expenses made in relation to the digitizing 
society can become a new determinant of inequality, impacting stress and wellbeing. 

The most prominent evolution in that context is the rise the smartphone over the past years, and the 
significantly increased dependency on mobile devices, platforms and apps. This dependency is 
especially visible in the global South, where for many individuals mobile connectivity is both the first 
and only form of digital connectivity that is relied on not only for entertainment and social purposes, 
but more and more also for educational, transactional and or health management purposes (Togar, 
Vanden Abeele & Agur, 2019). This dependency becomes especially visible in South Africa, a country 
characterized as a “two nation” state because economic inequality creates a rift between the ‘haves’ 
and the ‘haves-not’. Against this societal backdrop, digital inequality, the financial burden attached to 
it, and mental health problems that may result from it, are likely to manifest themselves in unique 
ways. This makes South Africa into a valuable research ground, especially in comparison to a Western-
European nation state such as Belgium, where financial hardship and digital inequality seem less 
visible (albeit perhaps more stigmatized?).  

The central research question guiding this project is to what extent the mobile shift comes with a cost, 
financial and probably also mental. The most recent evolution in this context is the COVID-19 crisis, 
which made clear that several (groups of) people are still disconnected from the internet, or have 
limited access to the internet (services). Examples of digital inequality are lack of a laptop for children 
to follow online courses or the lack of a smartphone to get information, get in contact with a health 
professional or perform a transaction, lack of good (mobile) internet connection for work or 
education.  Digital inequality can be seen as either a subdimension of material deprivation or a new 
dimension of the broader concept ‘financial hardship’. In either case, it is a dimension that might lead 
to psychological distress. Still, to date, FMS studies have not included digital inequality and/or mobile 
inequality. Therefore, the aim of this project is to examine how lack of digital skills and digital 
inequality have effects on the mental health and wellbeing of people, and whether these effects 
manifest themselves similarly across countries, like Belgium and South Africa. 

Team & Expertise 

This Phd trajectory will be embedded on the intersection of two different research lines within the 
Ugent-mict research group: those from prof. Koen Ponnet, prof. Lieven De Marez and prof.  Mariek 
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Vanden Abeele. Lieven De Marez will approach this from his monitoring (cf supra Digimeter) expertise, 
and more specifically his interest in determinants and impact of digital inequalities. Main promotor of 
this Phd will be Koen Ponnet. In 2014, Ponnet demonstrated that financial stress of parents at the 
lower end of the income distribution impacts adolescents both directly and indirectly because this 
financial stress relates to daily problems such as difficulties affording basic goods, which are clearly 
visible to adolescents. In contrast, the financial stress of middle- and high-income parents may only 
have indirect effects on the life of adolescents. The paper was built on more than 700 analyses and 
was quoted by the founder of the family stress model (FSM) as a paper of special interest (Masarik & 
Conger, 2017), because it’s the first FSM paper that applied an actor-partner interdependence 
approach, and refined the income approach of the FSM framework. Based on this paper, Ponnet was 
invited to write a chapter ‘Financial stress’ in the prestigious ‘Encyclopedia of Adolescence’, and to 
work at the European Centre for Advanced Research in Economics and Statistics (Université Libre de 
Bruxelles) as advisor for the “measuring equivalent income” (MEQIN) project. The theoretical 
framework of this paper is also of interest in research on digital inequality.  

Prof. Mariek Van den Abeele is a mobile media researcher. The focus of her expertise and team are 
on the link between smartphone and digital wellbeing. She recently acquired an ERC project on “Digital 
Wellbeing in a Culture of Ubiquitous Connectivity: Towards a Dynamic Pathway Model”, and is 
currently hiring 4 extra researchers on this topic. Just as Koen, also Mariek has previous experience in 
cross-cultural research setups. She also conducts research in the African context, more specifically in 
Liberia, in collaboration with Euriahs Togar (University of Monrovia). Mariek has also worked at Tilburg 
University from 2012-2021, where she was a close colleague of dr. Fien Velghe and prof. dr. Jan 
Blommaert, who conducted a multi-year research project in South Africa on mobile media use. In that 
capacity, she has been familiarised with mobile media research in the South African context.  

References related to financial stress and mobile media use research 

1. De Meulenaere, J., Ponnet, K., Courtois, C., Walrave, M., Hardyns, W., Pauwels, L. (2021 – online 
first). Online and Offline Social Support Deterioration: The Effect of Financial Stress Exposure on 
Depressive Symptoms. Behaviour & Information Technology. 
https://dx.doi.org/10.1080/0144929X.2021.1877355  

2. Ponnet, K., Wouters, E., Goedemé, T. & Mortelmans, D. (2016). Family financial stress, parenting 
and problem behavior in adolescents: an actor-partner interdependence approach. Journal of 
Family Issues, 37, 4, 574-597. DOI:10.1177/0192513X13514409.  

3. Ponnet, K., Van Leeuwen, K., Wouters, E., & Mortelmans, D. (2015). A family system approach to 
investigate family-based pathways between financial stress and adolescent problem behaviour. 
Journal of Research on Adolescence, 25(4), 765-780. DOI: 10.1111/jora.12171  

4. Ponnet, K. (2014). Financial Stress, Parent Functioning and Adolescent Problem Behavior: An 
Actor-Partner Interdependence Approach to Family Stress Processes in Low-, Middle-, and High-
Income Families. Journal of Youth and Adolescence, 43, 1752-1769. DOI: 10.1007/s10964-014-
0159-y.  

5. Ponnet, K., Van Leeuwen, K., & Wouters, E. (2014). Examining mediating pathways between 
financial stress of mothers and fathers and problem behavior in adolescents. Journal of Family 
Studies, 20, 1, 66-78. DOI: 10.5172/jfs.2014.20.1.66.  

6. Ponnet, K., Mortelmans, D., Wouters, E., Van Leeuwen, K., Bastaits, K., & Pasteels, I. (2013). 
Parenting stress and marital relationship as determinants of mothers’ and fathers’ parenting. 
Personal Relationships. 20, 2, 259–276. DOI:10.1111/j.1475-6811.2012.01404.x.  

7. Ponnet, K., Wouters, E., Mortelmans, D., Pasteels, I., De Backer, C., Van Leeuwen, K., & Van Hiel, 
A. (2013). The influence of mothers’ and fathers’ parenting stress and depressive symptoms on 
own and partner’s parent-child communication. Family Process, 52, 312-324. 
DOI:10.1111/famp.12001.  
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8. Anrijs, S., De Marez, L., & Ponnet, K. (2021). A comparative survey study on ICT access and use of 
income-poor and non-income-poor Flemish people. In P. Kommers & P. Isaías (Eds.), Proceedings 
of the 19th International Conference e-Society (pp. 93–100). Virtual: IADIS. 

9. Denecker, F., De Marez, L., & Ponnet, K. (2020). Examining people’s implicit smartphone use 
attitudes via an adapted IAT procedure. In Proceedings of the Digital Living Lab Days Conference 
2020, Connecting people and technologies towards a citizen-centred digital future (pp. 296–306). 
online: ENoLL. 

10. Faelens, L., Hoorelbeke, K., Soenens, B., Van Gaeveren, K., De Marez, L., De Raedt, R., & Koster, E. 
(2020). Social media use and well-being : a prospective experience-sampling study. COMPUTERS 
IN HUMAN BEHAVIOR, 114. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.chb.2020.106510 

11. Stragier, J., Hendrickson, A., Van den Abeele, M., & De Marez, L. (2019). Unlock, chat, lock : a 
Markov chain analysis to unveil how smartphone use unfolds in everyday life. In 69th Annual ICA 
Conference (ICA 2019) : Communication Beyond Boundaries, Proceedings. Washington D.C.: 
International Communication Association (ICA). 

12. Stragier, J., Vandewiele, G., Coppens, P., Ongenae, F., Van den Broeck, W., De Turck, F., & De 
Marez, L. (2019). Data mining in the development of mobile health apps : assessing in-app 
navigation through Markov chain analysis. JOURNAL OF MEDICAL INTERNET RESEARCH, 21(6). 
https://doi.org/10.2196/11934 

13. Vanden Abeele, M. M. P., De Wolf, R. & Ling, R. (2018). Mobile media and social space: How 
anytime, anyplace connectivity structures everyday life. Media and Communication, 6(2), 5-14. 

14. Togar, E., Vanden Abeele, M. M. P., & Agur, C. (2018). The Social-economic Impact of Mobile 
Phone Technology on Sub-Saharan Africa: A Literature Review. Regional conference of the 
International Communication Association, 7-9 November, in Accra, Ghana. 

15. Togar, E., Vanden Abeele, M. M. P., Antheunis, M. L., Van Wijck, C. (under review).  Is partner 
phubbing equally detrimental to relationships in non-Western cultures? An Actor-Partner Model 
between Romantic Partners in Liberia.  

 

 


