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Executive Summary

Facilitating access to devices is a core mission in the effort to achieve digital inclusion. This has been recognised in the government’s recent 
Digital Inclusion Action Plan, where ‘Tackling Data and Device Poverty’ is listed as one of the four priority focus areas. In line with this goal, 
the Digital Poverty Alliance is currently partnering with the government to deliver a multi-department device donation scheme, providing 
refurbished government devices to those in need.

While corporate device donation is a vital tool to facilitate access to devices, we at the Digital Poverty Alliance have also been delivering 
individual device donation schemes and promote this method as an alternative way for a broader segment of society to participate in 
efforts to broaden digital access. This aims to ensure that as many devices as possible can be redistributed to those in need while also 
engaging with local communities to empower citizens to work together to tackle digital exclusion. Individual device donation is an essential 
tool to support digital inclusion, foster community support and awareness of digital poverty, limit the environmental impact of e-waste, and 
promote the circular economy.

What is individual device donation, and how does it work?

Individual device donation provides the opportunity for individuals to donate old or unwanted devices to an organisation, which are then 
wiped of the previous owners’ data, refurbished, and redistributed to those who do not have access to a device. While corporate donation 
schemes facilitate businesses donating old devices, individual device donation allows ordinary citizens and small local businesses to make 
one-off or smaller-scale donations to organisations able to redistribute them. At the Digital Poverty Alliance, our programmes have ensured 
that devices suitable for onward donation are kept within the community donating them, so that people know they are supporting those 
in their own area. Utilising accredited ITAD refurbishers ensures quality of data destruction and builds trust with citizens to donate devices 
knowing that their data will be safely deleted.
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Benefits of Individual Device Donation

Individual device donation projects support access to technology whilst promoting the circular economy, as devices, instead of being 
disposed of or recycled, remain in use for a longer period. Around 20% of electronic devices in the UK are hoarded or kept in households, 
many of which are likely reusable. Providing avenues for consumers to donate these devices instead of keeping or recycling them is central 
to reducing unnecessary e-waste, and can promote and provide business for tech refurbishing companies working in the circular economy. 
These initiatives align with the mission of the UK Government’s Circular Economy Taskforce, established in November 2024, to accelerate the 
promotion of a more sustainable economy and closed-loop supply chains.

Broader awareness raising about digital poverty

Individual device donation projects also have an indirect yet related impact on broader awareness raising about digital poverty. As digital 
exclusion is often an invisible form of disadvantage, these projects work to promote the issue, and incentivising individuals to donate helps 
to explain what digital exclusion is to citizens and encourage them to donate devices. Even if individuals do not donate to a particular 
scheme, this can encourage citizens to provide financial donations to digital inclusion or tech recycling charities in the future or donate 
to another scheme when they have an unwanted device they wish to give away. It can also increase general awareness around the 
importance of digital inclusion and other ways of supporting action on exclusion.

Environmental benefit

Laptops and electronic devices sent to landfill generate e-waste, which is one of the most damaging forms of waste to the environment 
and also one of the fastest growing waste streams in the world. When disposed of through informal recycling methods, e-waste can also 
cause health problems to those living in local areas due to emissions of endocrine-disrupting chemicals (EDCs), which pose a particular 
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risk to pregnant women and children. According to the UN Global E-Waste Monitor (2024), the UK is the third highest generator of e-waste in 
Europe, and only 31% of e-waste produced in the UK is recycled. Due to the difficulty of expanding recycling schemes to meet the demand 
generated by such large – and growing – amounts of waste, it is paramount that individuals and the UK government work to promote 
device reuse to mitigate these adverse impacts on humans and the planet.

The case for prioritising reuse over recycling

While safe recycling is an option for used electrical devices, reuse of devices is better for the environment and more cost-effective. Safe 
electronics recycling involves breaking down devices into components, some of which cannot be recycled. Many of the critical minerals for 
reuse found in electronic devices such as smartphones and laptops are not extracted during the recycling process. Additionally, recycling 
requires greater energy consumption than reuse, meaning greenhouse gas emissions produced from transporting and making recycled 
devices are avoided when reuse is chosen as the preferred method.

Devices which cannot be refurbished for reuse will necessarily need to be recycled. However, according to a research project conducted by 
citizen scientists at the Restart Project, in which they monitored and evaluated electronic devices at a UK Household Reuse and Recycling 
Centre, nearly 50% of the devices brought to the plant ‘were either fully functional or only needed a light repair’. While the organisation noted 
that this was only a preliminary review, the results indicate that greater efforts need to be made to promote reuse over recycling to ensure 
usable devices remain in the circular economy for longer. Their report points to how existing Extended Producer Responsibility Requirements 
‘inadvertently dissuade manufacturers and local authorities from investing in redistributing reusable items’, meaning emphasis among 
these groups has been more heavily placed on recycling, despite the higher emission costs and waste generated from the process 
compared to reuse.
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London-based Case Study

In October 2024, the Digital Poverty Alliance launched an individual device donation project with the Royal Borough of Kensington and 
Chelsea Council. There are over 12,000 residents in the area who are digitally excluded, especially in the north of the borough. The project 
had 10 donation drop-off points located in libraries and community centres across the borough. The Digital Poverty Alliance partnered with 
Computer Recyclers UK, who provide a professional refurbishment service to ensure all devices are safely wiped of data to ADISA standards 
and restored to usable condition with current and secure operating systems.

Following the Digital Poverty Alliance’s standard approach of distributing donated devices into the local community, these devices will be 
redistributed to school students and other beneficiaries in the borough seeking to access essential services. The devices will be distributed 
alongside resources for improving digital skills, through collaboration with the iDEA platform. Devices that require data connectivity to work 
will be given out with six months of free data, as part of Vodafone UK’s everyone.connected programme.

Over a six-month period, approximately 500 devices – a mixture of laptops, tablets, and smartphones of different ages – were donated. 
All of the devices had their data professionally wiped. Half of these were reusable in some form, with the remaining half being responsibly 
recycled, including the recovery of precious metals.

The reusable devices were assessed, graded, and relicensed. To ensure the project remained cost-neutral for both the Digital Poverty 
Alliance and the local authority, a portion of the devices was provided to Get Online @ Home to be sold - helping to cover the cost of 
new Windows licences, disposal, recycling, and the operational costs of Computer Recyclers. The time contributed by both the Digital 
Poverty Alliance and the local council was provided in-kind, meaning no devices were sold to offset staffing costs. Following cost recovery, 
approximately 110 devices are expected to be redistributed directly into the local community.
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The Digital Poverty Alliance has received overwhelmingly positive feedback from recipients of refurbished donated devices from previous 
similar initiatives. In 2024 we also worked with Ealing Council and PayByPhone on a similar initiative, distributing devices in April. A child at 
Stanhope School in Greenford who received one of the devices said: “Mum and I won’t be arguing anymore about not being able to do 
my homework. I feel so happy.” Additionally, a mother at the school shared: “This will make the world of difference to us all and take 
away the stress of not being able to go online.”

In addition to the number of devices which have been refurbished, the Digital Poverty Alliance has been approached by more organisations 
and at least four other councils who are keen to initiate similar projects in other areas. Alongside this, efforts to promote the initiative 
across the borough served to amplify broader awareness about digital exclusion. We heard regularly from potential donors and recipients, 
suggesting that on a local level this was broadening awareness of the concept of digital poverty. Donors also reported satisfaction with 
finding an avenue which allowed them to support a charitable cause without needing to donate money, as well as satisfying broader 
community desires to reduce environmental damage.

The project also provides an example by which local authorities can facilitate digital inclusion projects to empower their communities. The 
Digital Inclusion Action Plan recognises that ‘By convening and conducting activities in their local areas, they [local authorities] can deliver 
tailored and targeted, community-based initiatives in collaboration with the private sector and third sector organisations.’ Device donation 
projects can be one method by which this can be achieved.

Limitations and Solutions

Since refurbishment of devices costs money, some of the devices donated which are usable are sold to the refurbisher to fund the 
restoration of others. Although this reduces the number of devices ultimately redistributed, it ensures these devices remain in the circular 
economy and can be redistributed by the partner organisation to consumers looking for a device at a lower cost than a brand-new one. 
The Digital Poverty Alliance specifically worked with Computer Recyclers UK to ensure that the devices sold to raise funds would go to Get 
Online @ Home, a scheme providing subsidised devices to those on low incomes and non-profit organisations.



7

Digital Poverty Alliance | Individual Device Donation

Not all the donations received in the project were suitable for reuse. The quality and type of devices received was mixed – including some 
devices which were too old to be refurbished (such as devices from the 1990s) and some with broken screens or damage which was too 
costly to repair. To minimise this risk, a combination of providing clear specification of accepted devices from potential donors as well as 
training staff on site to accept only devices suitable for reuse is required.

Recommendations

1.	 Local, accessible collection points
Ensuring that collection points are local and easily accessible to communities across boroughs helps to facilitate ease and convenience of 
donation, which in turn is likely to increase donation volume. For future projects, the Digital Poverty Alliance will look at placing these in other 
locations with high footfall, such as shops and cafés.

2.	Staff training at donation sites
Staff operating device donation projects must be trained to be able to check donated devices are unlocked and technologically viable 
when the consumer is present (i.e. not visibly externally broken). This means the consumer can be redirected to recycling initiatives or tech 
resale points if the device cannot be reused, thus saving the organisation running the project the cost of recycling these devices themselves 
(whereas consumers can do so free of charge).

3.	Continuous donation infrastructure
Device donation projects should be ongoing and not subject to time constraint to provide a consistent and, with time, recognisable point 
of reuse for consumers. This will require an ongoing commitment by local authorities to support organisations operating device donation 
projects, including funding to cover transport, collection bins and other logistics and communications.

4.	Integrated awareness campaigns
Device donation projects need to be accompanied by public awareness raising campaigns on social media and online channels in 
tandem with offline advertisements in community spaces. This ensures that the public are made aware of where and how they can donate 
their device.
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Other Examples of Individual Device Donation

The Digital Poverty Alliance is far from the only organisation working to facilitate individual device donation. The Restart Project, which runs 
repair workshops to empower individuals to repair their broken and slow devices, also provides details about a series of individual device 
donation projects operating across the UK. Their map provides details of 75 organisations where individuals can donate their devices 
across the UK. Several signatories of the Digital Poverty Alliance’s Charter for Digital Inclusion have also either initiated or pledged to expand 
individual device donation schemes in the UK. 

For those interested in setting up their own device donation scheme, The Reboot Project by Nominet has published a complete guide for 
those wishing to do so, which can be accessed here: https://rebootproject.uk/download-the-free-guide/. This points to the fact that there is 
evident public demand for such schemes, and they are deliverable without undue cost to the organising body. In fact, 85% of respondents 
to a YouGov survey conducted for the Restart Project supported the idea of the government introducing targets to ensure more products 
are repaired and recycled.

https://rebootproject.uk/download-the-free-guide/
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Conclusions and Recommendations

When carried out responsibly and with the correct staff training and support in place, individual device donations can provide vital avenues 
to facilitate local solutions to local cases of digital exclusion. These schemes also promote the prioritisation of reuse over disposal or 
recycling schemes, while raising broader awareness of digital poverty.

1.	 Promote reuse over recycling
There needs to be a broader push to promote reuse over recycling of working tech across all sectors in the UK. An initial step could be a 
review of existing Extended Producer Responsibility Requirements as part of the Circular Economy Taskforce’s work.

2.	Support local schemes and infrastructure
Local governments need to work with pre-existing device donation schemes by organisations to promote ongoing and reliable donation 
points easily accessible to the public. Funding could also be allocated to facilitate safe refurbishment of devices, which also serves to 
promote local refurbishment businesses working in the circular economy in local areas.

3.	Align corporate ESG with social good
Corporate donors should pair internal device donation schemes with funding for individual device schemes which can promote social 
inclusion while also mitigating against environmental damage, thus fulfilling multiple requirements for company ESG reporting targets.

4.	Advance the right to repair
A longer-term but related goal to device donation is for the government to work to promote the right to repair movement and implement 
comprehensive legislation to tackle built-in obsolescence, which limits the number of devices which are appropriate for reuse, particularly 
due to security patches which are not released for older smartphones or tablets. Further details of this issue can be found in the Digital 
Poverty Alliance’s Right to Repair Policy Brief.

Digital Poverty Alliance | Individual Device Donation
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About the Digital Poverty Alliance

The Digital Poverty Alliance is the new name for the Learning Foundation, which was founded in 2001. The Learning Foundation, Currys plc, 
and the Institution of Engineering and Technology first established an initiative called the Digital Poverty Alliance – run by the Learning 
Foundation team – to unite efforts and accelerate action against digital exclusion. In 2024, the Learning Foundation rebranded as the 
Digital Poverty Alliance, marking a pivotal evolution in its mission to address the urgent and growing challenges of digital inequality. This 
transformation signalled a renewed focus on creating lasting change and expanding its impact on communities across the UK.

Digital poverty remains a major barrier to opportunity, with millions of people still lacking the tools, connectivity, and skills needed to thrive 
in an increasingly digital world. The Digital Poverty Alliance works across government, industry, and the third sector, aligning efforts to 
break down systemic barriers related to affordability, access, skills, motivation, and connectivity. By fostering collaboration and avoiding 
duplication, the Alliance ensures that every initiative contributes meaningfully to long-term, sustainable solutions.

Through advocacy, research, and delivery programmes, the Digital Poverty Alliance drives systemic change. Its evidence-led campaigns 
engage policymakers and inspire action at every level, while its innovative programmes offer practical support to individuals and 
households. By combining robust insights with real-world delivery, the Alliance is working to bridge the digital divide and empower 
communities nationwide.

The Digital Poverty Alliance represents a bold vision for a digitally inclusive society. By convening diverse voices, forging strong partnerships, 
and delivering tangible impact, we are building a national movement to eliminate digital poverty. With determination and collective 
effort, we are shaping a future in which everyone – regardless of circumstance – has the tools, confidence, and opportunity to thrive in a 
connected world.

Digital Poverty Alliance | Individual Device Donation
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Join Us in Our Mission

Ending digital poverty requires more than ambition. It requires sustained, coordinated effort from individuals, organisations, and institutions 
across the UK. The Digital Poverty Alliance invites all those who share our vision of a digitally inclusive society to stand with us. Whether you 
represent a business, charity, local authority, or public body, there is a meaningful way to contribute to this national movement.

Become an Industry Forum Partner

The Industry Forum is a national platform for organisations that are committed to tackling digital poverty at scale. Members of the 
Forum help shape the direction of the National Delivery and Advocacy Plan, collaborate with peers across sectors, and contribute to the 
development of coordinated, impactful solutions. Forum members have access to exclusive research, events, and policy discussions, and 
play an active role in advancing digital inclusion across the country. Joining the Forum is an opportunity to demonstrate leadership on one 
of the defining social challenges of our time.

Sign our Charter for Digital Inclusion

The Charter for Digital Inclusion offers a practical and visible way for organisations to commit to action. Signatories pledge to embed digital 
inclusion into their operations and culture – whether through raising awareness of digital poverty, improving accessibility, donating devices, 
supporting staff training, or partnering to deliver local solutions. Signing the Charter signals a clear commitment to building a society in 
which digital access is recognised as a basic need, not a luxury. There is no cost to sign the Charter, and it is open to all organisations with 
two or more employees.

Digital Poverty Alliance | Individual Device Donation
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Join our Local Authority Network

The Local Authority Network brings together local authorities from all four nations of the UK to share best practice, deepen understanding 
of different policy environments across regions and nations, and identify how to increase support for councils – regardless of where they 
are on their digital inclusion journey. Membership is free and open to all UK local authorities, with up to two nominated representatives per 
authority. Quarterly meetings and additional network events offer a space to connect, learn, and shape approaches to digital inclusion 
together.

Join our Community Circle

The Community Circle is a collaborative initiative designed to bring together charities, non-profit organisations, and community groups 
who are working to end digital exclusion on the ground. It is a space to share knowledge, influence policy, and develop local responses that 
are grounded in lived experience. By joining the Community Circle, your organisation becomes part of a collective effort to create systemic 
change – working in partnership to ensure that no community is left behind. Together, we can help make digital access a right for everyone 
in the UK. There is no cost for non-profit organisations to join the Community Circle.

Make a Donation

Every donation – whether financial or in the form of devices – helps bridge the digital divide. Donated laptops, tablets, and smartphones are 
refurbished and provided to individuals and families who would otherwise remain excluded. Financial contributions help to scale delivery 
programmes and sustain our advocacy work across government and industry. However you choose to support this work, your contribution 
helps create a future in which everyone has the tools, skills, and confidence to thrive in a connected world.
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