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ABSTRACT

This study investigates the intersection of digital literacy, digital public services, 
and urban competitiveness, focusing on the Hungarian context. Using a nationally 
representative survey of 1,000 adults, the research explores disparities in digital 
competencies across demographic groups, settlement types, and socioeconomic 
strata. The findings reveal significant gaps in basic digital skills, with nearly half 
of the population unable to perform fundamental digital tasks independently. Rural 
and economically disadvantaged areas face pronounced challenges, though some 
smaller municipalities exhibit unexpectedly high proficiency levels, potentially linked 
to the migration of digital nomads. The study emphasizes the need for targeted digital 
literacy programs, simplified e-​government platforms, and investments in digital 
infrastructure. By fostering inclusive digitalization, municipalities can enhance 
their economic resilience and attract talent and investment, ultimately improving 
their competitive standing.
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INTRODUCTION

The relationship between the digital literacy of citizens and digital public services 
is inherently reciprocal and critical for the effective implementation of e-​governance 
and public administration initiatives. Citizens with higher levels of digital literacy 
are more likely to access and effectively use digital public services. This includes 
navigating e-​government platforms, completing administrative tasks online, and 
utilizing digital tools for public services. Low digital literacy acts as a barrier 
to accessing these services, leading to a digital exclusion of significant societal 
segments, such as the elderly, rural populations, and those with limited education.

Digital public services are designed to streamline administrative processes and 
reduce costs, but their success depends on citizens' ability to interact with them. High 
digital literacy ensures faster adoption rates and better utilization of these services. 
Without adequate digital skills, even well-​designed public service platforms fail to 
achieve their intended impact, leading to underutilization and inefficiencies. Digital 
literacy empowers citizens to provide feedback on public services, fostering contin-
uous improvement and alignment with user needs. Conversely, a digitally literate 
population encourages governments to innovate and expand their digital offerings, 
creating a cycle of mutual growth.

The integration of digital literacy in public services enhances inclusivity, ensuring 
equitable access to opportunities like job applications, education, healthcare, and 
welfare services. On the other hand, gaps in digital literacy contribute to social and 
economic inequality, as digitally illiterate citizens are unable to access resources 
that could improve their lives. Many studies and policy papers have already declared 
that digital inequality is polarising society that the employment prospects of those 
left behind in the digitalisation process (digital illiterates) to acquire jobs requiring 
digital skills have been gradually fading. This situation has been further exacerbated 
by the COVID-​19 pandemic.

The pandemic has also proven that digital literacy is a key pillar of economic 
resilience and competitive advantage of governments in times of crises. Higher dig-
ital competencies mitigate exclusion, enabling broader access to job opportunities 
and education. Moreover, a digitally skilled workforce attracts businesses, fosters 
innovation, and improves economic output, which are essential for public sector 
competitiveness. Nevertheless, the results of the pervious the Hungarian National 
Social Inclusion Strategy (2014-​2020) revealed that nearly 8% of the Hungarian 
population (800,000 people) has been facing multiple disadvantage experience. 
Moreover, the projects of the 104 calls evaluated in line with the Strategy were 
partially completed (14%), and 40% of them had not even started. Just under 4% of 
the disadvantaged adult population have the highest level of education attainment at 
secondary school, around 25% have not written or read significantly in the last two 
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