
Introduction 
Quebec City in Canada’s Province of Quebec was one of 31 cities 
selected to receive a Smarter Cities Challenge® grant from IBM in 
2013 as part of IBM’s citizenship efforts to build a Smarter Planet®. 
During three weeks in May 2013, a team of six IBM experts worked 
to deliver recommendations on a key challenge identified by  
Mayor Régis Labeaume and his senior leadership team: 

Within three years, reduce the “digital divide” by 3%, 
thereby lowering the percentage of Quebec’s digital 
technology nonusers from 19% to 16%.

The challenge 
In an effort to enhance municipal services, Quebec City is moving toward 
digital solutions. However, City officials worry that the roughly one in  
five residents who do not use digital technology or access the Internet  
may not have equal access to services. Because this nonuser population 
includes many of the city’s most vulnerable residents, the digital divide 
could negatively impact their mental and physical health, safety and 
resilience, access to employment, lodging and social inclusion. 

The City’s goal is to reduce the overall digital non-use rate from  
the current 19% to 16% by 2016, with a maximum of 20% in three 
particularly disadvantaged boroughs: La Cité-Limoilou, Les Rivières  
and Charlesbourg. 

Findings and recommendations 
The Smarter Cities Challenge team made the following conclusions:
•	 The digital divide is not only a technological and skill-based challenge  

but also the reflection and consequence of social and material exclusion. 
•	 A strategy that takes both of these aspects into account can speed the 

process of social actualization, resulting in an increase in the efficiency  
and effectiveness of e-government, a reduction of the health and safety  
risks associated with social exclusion and an enhanced quality of life  
for all citizens.

•	 Barriers to bridging the digital divide include lack of Internet access, 
affordability, lack of basic technology skills, fear of technology  
and lack of perceived need for Internet access. 

•	 For people with disabilities, additional barriers include availability of  
assistive devices to use computers and problems in accessing websites  
using such devices.

Highlights: 

•	 Develop	a	transformation	strategy	led	by		
a	digital	divide	executive	and	using	a	“digital	
inclusion	platform”	as	a	foundation	for	new	
digital	services

•	 Increase	access	to	affordable,	easy	to	use	
devices	and	broadband	in	socially	and	digitally	
excluded	areas	

•	 Increase	use	of	e-mediators	and	expand	
e-services	and	content

•	 Ensure	the	sustainability	of	the	digital	inclusion	
strategy	by	developing	an	economic	model		
to	support	and	enable	digital	inclusion
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•	 Approaches to resolve physical barriers, such as lack of Internet 
access, affordability of access and affordability of devices, apply 
to all digitally excluded citizens. But resolving more complex 
barriers, such as lack of skills, fear of technology and lack of 
motivation, may require approaches tailored to demographic 
or individual needs. 

•	 The City’s current view of the digital divide is too binary — 
those included or excluded grouped by borough. A more 
appropriate view of the excluded would capture the degree  
of exclusion caused by barriers and highlight specific 
neighborhoods with zones of exclusion.

•	 Based on this updated view, the key digitally excluded populations 
are those older than 45 years of age and the impaired. 

•	 Barriers associated with these populations are tied to educational 
achievement, revenue, a culture of technology use and limited 
social networks. The likelihood of impairment, such as hearing, 
sight or mobility, also increases exponentially with age.  
A sizeable portion of the digitally excluded has to overcome 
this additional obstacle.

•	 The City is well positioned to take on bridging the divide  
as it already has a mature and effective management system 
supporting a citizen-centric e-government strategy, as well  
as extensive collaborations around strategic priorities and  
a variety of community-based initiatives.

•	 Digital inclusion objectives are not yet clearly spelled out  
in the City’s strategic plan, IT plan, communications plan, 
key performance indicators (KPIs), budget, policies or roles 
and responsibilities.

•	 There is room for improvement related to affordable access to 
WiFi and devices that are easy to use, as well as the exchange 
and sharing of resources and best practices between communities 
driving local initiatives.

The team developed a six-step “digital inclusion framework” 
for addressing the digital divide in a repeatable and consistent 
way. The framework can be scaled to address any population 
targeted for digital inclusion and brings individuals from  
a state of digital or social exclusion to one of empowerment  
and community engagement. 

Using the digital inclusion framework as a backdrop, the team made 
15 recommendations in four broad areas as presented below:

1. Develop a transformation strategy
Under the leadership of a “digital divide executive,” develop 
strategic, technology and communications plans that encompass 
social, mobile, data, content and analytics aspects. Develop  
a “digital inclusion platform” as a common foundation for 
new digital services, encourage the development of applications 
focused on local information and resources and expand the  
211 service to create an integrated inventory of resources  
and services enabling inclusion.
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2. Increase access to affordable devices and broadband
Expand free and low-cost WiFi access in socially and digitally 
excluded areas, introduce a mobile WiFi hotspot bus and 
favor the use of tablet technology wherever possible. 

3. Increase use of e-services and content
Extend 211 to create the ability to better match supply and 
demand for inclusion services, develop a curriculum for mediators, 
and develop and deploy a paired mentorship program and adapt 
the library development strategy to focus on senior and 
impaired populations. Continue to enhance the accessibility 
and content of the City website. 

4. Ensure the sustainability of the digital  
inclusion strategy
Develop a sustainable economic model to support and enable 
digital inclusion and improve KPIs to measure the nature and 
extent of the digital divide.

Conclusion
Quebec City is well along the path of achieving social 
inclusion through innovation. The energy and passion is 
there to move to the next level. The IBM team identified  
15 recommendations to accelerate social inclusion through 
digital inclusion. By implementing these recommendations 
and closing the digital gap the City will increase efficiency 
and effectiveness, reduce health and safety risks associated 
with social exclusion and enhance quality of life. Quebec 
City’s leadership in this area will contribute to its reputation 
as a dynamic, innovative and smart city.
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