Policy Brief & Recommendations

October 2025

Policy Brief

Digital ID: Access or Exclusion?

Cassia Jefferson, Policy Researcher, Digital Poverty Alliance

A digital system that
assumes universal access
Is not inclusive. It builds
barriers to work, learning,
and public life - leaving
millions excluded from
opportunity and full
participation.
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On 26 September 2025, the UK Government announced
plans to introduce a new Digital ID scheme to be rolled

out nationwide. The policy was presented as a measure to
‘combat illegal working while making it easier for the vast
majority of people to use vital government services.” The
Digital ID is expected to become mandatory for all right-to-
work checks by the end of the current Parliament (2029).

The ID will be embedded within people’s smartphones as
part of the government’s wider rollout of a GOV.UK digitall
wallet. However, the Digital Poverty Alliance (DPA) believes
this scheme carries significant risks for those who are
digitally excluded, potentially leaving them unable to prove
their right to work or access essential services as verification
processes move online. It sets a troubling precedent - one
in which participation in society increasingly depends on
digital access, placing those who are offline at a structural
disadvantage.

Digital IDs and digital exclusion

Although the government has pledged to consult on the
scheme and ensure it is accessible to all, Digital IDs could
inadvertently deepen existing inequalities. The implicit
assumption is that an individual can only work if they can
afford, own, and competently use a smartphone - an
expectation that is inherently exclusionary in a society where
many still lack digital access, skills, or connectivity. While the
government has suggested that a physical card may be
available, there are legitimate concerns that employers will
be reluctant to accommodate non-digital options once
they have transitioned their verification systems online.

Device access remains a major fault line. Around 4% of the
UK population do not have access to a smartphone. As

the Digital ID will be stored on these devices, this group -
equivalent to millions of people - would be unable to prove
their right to work under the proposed model. Those already
excluded from digital participation are also more likely to

be unemployed, with employment status a key predictor of
digital access. The policy could therefore compound existing
barriers, particularly for those already struggling to enter or
remain in the labour market.
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Groups most at risk include people on low incomes, older
adults, and victims of domestic abuse. For low-income
households, digital inclusion is often unstable: some may
temporarily own a smartphone but cannot afford data,

a replacement device, or repairs if it breaks. If these
circumstances coincide with a period of jolb-seeking, the
inability to prove eligibility for work could entrench a cycle
of exclusion - where lack of income limits digital access,
and lack of digital access limits income.

Connectivity also poses a substantial barrier. According
to the Lloyds Consumer Digital Index (2024), 3% of the UK
population - around 16 million people - remain offline,
and 6% of households have no internet access. Among
people aged over 75, this rises sharply to 29%. For those
experiencing data poverty without broadband at home,
registering for a Digital ID could be effectively impossible.
Council and government services are already ranked
among the most difficult to access by those who are
offline; a digital-first ID system would only deepen this
challenge.

Digital skills are another point of vulnerability. The Lloyds
Digital Consumer Index reports that 7.9 million people

in the UK lack foundational digital skills - the basic
competencies needed to function safely online, such as
turning on a device, connecting to Wi-Fi, or managing
passwords. Even among the 96% of people who own
smartphones, many lack the confidence or capability to
navigate new digital systems. Lower-income groups, older
adults, and people with disabilities are disproportionately
represented among those without foundational skills,
placing them at highest risk of exclusion.

More broadly, making Digital ID a precondition for
employment undermines a key principle upheld by the
DPA and many others: that people must retain the right
to remain offline. Some citizens consciously choose

not to use digital technology due to privacy, trust, or
personal reasons. The introduction of a compulsory digital
credential fails to respect those choices. It also raises
further questions about scope creep - whether Digital ID
might become required to access healthcare, pensions,
training, or other everyday services. The Secretary of
State’s recent speech at the Labour Party Conference
referenced potential applications in childcare and
banking, reinforcing concerns about expansion beyond
employment checks.

In this context, the Digital ID scheme represents not only a
single policy risk but a broader shift towards mandatory
digital participation. Without strong safeguards, this
trajectory could turn voluntary digital adoption into
enforced dependency, replicating access inequalities
across more essential services - from banking to
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+ Guarantee offline alternatives. All right-to-work
checks and identity verifications must include
a mainstream, fully recognised non-digital route,
such as existing physical identity documents.
Although the government has stated that ‘inclusion
is at the heart of its design,” there is currently limited
clarity on how offline alternatives will operate and
whether employers will be mandated to accept
them.

« Apply inclusive design principles. Any Digital ID
system must account for users who face
dccessibility barriers, including those with limited
English proficiency, older people, and individuals
with disabilities or impairments.

+ Maintain offline pathways across all government
services. The principle of equivalence must extend
beyond Digital ID to ensure that every essential
service available online has a secure, accessible
offline counterpart.

+ Invest in trust, literacy, and affordability.
Implementation must be accompanied by
initiatives that build trust in digital systems, improve
digital literacy, and address financial barriers such
as device affordability and data costs, ensuring
participation is possible - not presumed.

healthcare to welfare. The government must therefore
ensure that people who are offline, whether by choice or
circumstance, are not denied equal access to work or to
public services.

Further Information

Policy briefs are concise summaries of the DPA's
positions, drawing on a blend of research, insight, and
lived experience. Produced by our research team, they
reflect the most accurate and up-to-date information
available at the time of publication. These briefs

are intended for wide circulation and may be freely
shared.
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