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Abstract

The rapid development of the digital economy has created new opportunities for economic participation while
simultaneously intensifying social inequality across different societal groups. This study aims to analyze the
mechanisms and dimensions of social inequality in the digital economy through a contemporary sociological
perspective and to propose an inclusive analytical framework. The research employs a qualitative descriptive-
analytical approach using a systematic literature review and document analysis of recent scholarly works and
policy reports. Data were analyzed through an interactive model consisting of data reduction, data display, and
conclusion drawing, supported by triangulation techniques to ensure validity. The findings reveal that digital
inequality is driven by multiple interconnected factors, including the digital divide, labor market stratification,
platform monopolies, and algorithmic bias. These mechanisms reinforce structural inequalities and create new
forms of exclusion, particularly among marginalized groups. The discussion highlights that digital inequality must
be understood as a multidimensional phenomenon shaped by technological, economic, and socio-cultural
dynamics, requiring integrated and context-sensitive policy responses. In conclusion, addressing social inequality
in the digital era requires a comprehensive and inclusive approach that combines equitable access, digital literacy,
labor protection, and effective regulation of digital platforms to ensure sustainable and just digital transformation.
Keywords: Digital Economy, Social Inequality, Digital Divide, Platform Capitalism, Digital Sociology

1.  Introduction

The rapid expansion of the digital economy has significantly transformed the structure of global and local
societies, reshaping patterns of production, consumption, labor, and social interaction. Digital platforms, e-
commerce systems, and online labor markets have created unprecedented opportunities for economic
participation, enabling individuals to access new forms of employment, entreprencurship, and knowledge
exchange. However, alongside these opportunities, the digital economy has also generated new forms of social
inequality while simultaneously deepening pre-existing disparities. This paradoxical condition reflects a central
concern within contemporary sociology, which seeks to understand how technological advancements both
empower and marginalize different social groups. The phenomenon of social inequality in the digital era is thus
not merely a byproduct of economic transformation but a structurally embedded outcome shaped by access, power
relations, and institutional arrangements within digital systems (Trofymenko et al., 2023).

One of the most prominent manifestations of inequality in the digital economy is the digital divide, which
encompasses disparities in access to technology, digital skills, and patterns of usage. Empirical studies have
consistently demonstrated that access to reliable internet, digital devices, and digital literacy is unevenly
distributed across regions, social classes, genders, and age groups. These disparities are particularly pronounced
between urban and rural areas, as well as between developed and developing regions, where infrastructural
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limitations and socio-economic constraints restrict digital participation. As a result, individuals who lack
access to digital resources are excluded from opportunities in education, telehealth, and online employment,
thereby reinforcing cycles of poverty and social marginalization. This condition highlights how digital inequality
operates as a mechanism for reproducing intergenerational disadvantage, rather than serving as a tool for social
mobility (Irwani et al., 2024).

In addition to access-related disparities, the digital economy has also intensified stratification within the
labor market. The rise of platform-based work and gig economy systems has introduced new forms of employment
characterized by flexibility, but also by precariousness and insecurity. While highly skilled workers benefit from
increased demand and higher wages due to skill-biased technological change, low-skilled workers often face job
displacement, income instability, and limited access to social protection. This dual structure of the labor market
reflects a growing polarization between digital elites and marginalized workers, where technological advancement
disproportionately benefits those with advanced competencies and digital capital. Consequently, the digital
economy contributes to the widening gap between high-income and low-income groups, reinforcing structural
inequality within contemporary societies (Sun, 2025).

Another critical mechanism driving inequality in the digital era is the concentration of economic power
within large digital platforms and so-called “superstar firms.” These corporations dominate digital markets
through network effects, data accumulation, and algorithmic control, enabling them to consolidate wealth and
influence at an unprecedented scale. This concentration of power not only affects market competition but also has
broader social and political implications, including the ability to shape public discourse, influence policy, and
control access to digital infrastructures. Such dynamics illustrate how the digital economy is not a neutral space
but a contested arena where power asymmetries are reproduced and intensified through technological systems
(Dawson, 2023).

Furthermore, the increasing reliance on algorithms and data-driven decision-making has introduced new
forms of hidden or implicit discrimination. Algorithmic systems used in hiring, credit scoring, and content
distribution often reflect and reinforce existing social biases, leading to unequal outcomes for different groups.
These forms of algorithmic inequality are particularly concerning because they are often opaque and difficult to
detect, making it challenging to hold institutions accountable. From a sociological perspective, this phenomenon
represents a shift from overt forms of discrimination to more subtle and technologically mediated forms of
exclusion, which require new analytical frameworks and regulatory approaches (Zhao & Wang, 2023).

Theoretical perspectives in contemporary sociology provide important lenses for understanding these
dynamics. The concept of the network society, as articulated by scholars such as Castells and van Dijk, emphasizes
how digital connectivity has become a key determinant of social inclusion and exclusion. Individuals and groups
who possess digital capital—defined as access to technology, digital skills, and the ability to leverage digital
networks—are positioned as “programming elites,” while those who lack such resources are relegated to forms of
digital poverty. This framework highlights the central role of networks in shaping social hierarchies in the digital
era, where inclusion is contingent upon connectivity and technological competence (Martynenko, 2024).

In parallel, the field of digital sociology expands the analysis by examining how digital technologies
reshape not only economic structures but also social relations, identities, and cultural practices. Digital platforms
influence how individuals interact, form communities, and express themselves, while also mediating power
relations and access to resources. This perspective underscores the need to analyze digital inequality as a
multidimensional phenomenon that encompasses economic, social, cultural, and political dimensions. By
integrating these perspectives, contemporary sociology provides a comprehensive framework for understanding
the complex and evolving nature of inequality in the digital economy (Trofymenko et al., 2023).

Moreover, intersectional and feminist approaches offer critical insights into how digital inequality
intersects with other forms of social stratification, such as gender, race, and migration status. These approaches
reveal that marginalized groups often experience compounded disadvantages in the digital economy, including
limited access to technology, lower digital literacy, and exclusion from high-value digital jobs. For example, the
digital gender divide remains a significant issue, with women in many contexts facing barriers to digital
participation due to socio-cultural norms, economic constraints, and limited access to education. Similarly,
migrant workers and informal laborers are often overrepresented in precarious digital work, highlighting the
intersection of economic and social vulnerabilities in shaping digital inequality (Fernandes & Silva, 2025).

Despite the growing body of literature on digital inequality, several research gaps remain. First, many
existing studies focus on isolated dimensions of inequality, such as access or labor market outcomes, without
integrating these aspects into a comprehensive analytical framework. This fragmented approach limits the ability
to understand how different mechanisms of inequality interact and reinforce one another within the digital
economy. Second, there is a lack of context-specific studies that examine how global trends in digital inequality
manifest in specific national or regional contexts, particularly in developing countries. This gap is significant, as

44


https://issn.brin.go.id/terbit/detail/20240206211757218
about:blank
about:blank
about:blank

Socious Journal
E-ISSN : 3032-677X

https://nawalaeducation.com/index.php/SJ/index
SOCIOUS JOURNAL

DOI : https://doi.org/10.62872/rw45tp74 Vol.3. No. 2, April 2026

local socio-economic, cultural, and institutional factors play a crucial role in shaping the nature and extent of
digital inequality (Baraka, 2024).

Furthermore, previous research has often emphasized descriptive analysis rather than offering normative
or policy-oriented solutions. While many studies highlight the existence and consequences of digital inequality,
fewer provide concrete strategies for addressing these challenges in a systematic and sustainable manner. This
limitation underscores the need for research that not only analyzes the problem but also contributes to the
development of inclusive and equitable digital policies. In particular, there is a need to explore alternative models
of digital economic development that prioritize social justice and inclusivity, rather than focusing solely on
efficiency and growth (Xu, 2023).

In response to these gaps, this study offers a novel contribution by adopting a comprehensive sociological
approach that integrates multiple dimensions of digital inequality, including access, labor stratification, platform
power, and algorithmic governance. Unlike previous studies that examine these factors in isolation, this research
emphasizes the interconnected nature of these mechanisms and their cumulative impact on social inequality.
Additionally, the study incorporates contemporary sociological theories, including network society, digital
sociology, and intersectionality, to provide a multidimensional analysis of inequality in the digital economy.

The novelty of this research also lies in its emphasis on contextual and policy-oriented analysis, particularly
in relation to developing societies. By examining how global dynamics of digital inequality intersect with local
conditions, this study seeks to provide more nuanced and relevant insights for policymakers and practitioners.
Furthermore, the research highlights the importance of inclusive digital transformation, emphasizing the need for
investments in digital infrastructure, education, and regulatory frameworks that address power imbalances within
digital platforms.

Based on the above background, research gaps, and novelty, the primary objective of this study is to
analyze the mechanisms and dimensions of social inequality in the digital economy through a contemporary
sociological perspective, and to propose a comprehensive and inclusive framework for understanding and
addressing digital inequality in modern societies. This objective reflects the broader goal of contributing to the
development of more equitable digital systems that enable all individuals to participate meaningfully in the digital
economy, thereby reducing social disparities and promoting sustainable social development.

2. Method, Data, and Analysis

This study employs a qualitative research approach with a descriptive-analytical design to examine the
mechanisms and dimensions of social inequality in the digital economy from a contemporary sociological
perspective. The qualitative approach is selected to enable an in-depth exploration of complex social phenomena,
particularly the interplay between digital access, labor stratification, platform power, and algorithmic governance.
The research adopts a library research strategy combined with contextual analysis, focusing on the systematic
review of scholarly articles, policy reports, and empirical studies related to digital inequality. Data collection is
conducted through three primary techniques. First, a systematic literature review is carried out to identify,
evaluate, and synthesize relevant studies published between 2021 and 2025, ensuring the inclusion of recent
developments in digital economy discourse. Second, document analysis is utilized to examine policy frameworks,
digital economy reports, and institutional publications that reflect real-world practices and regulatory approaches.
Third, comparative contextual mapping is applied to analyze variations in digital inequality across different socio-
economic and regional contexts, particularly between developed and developing countries.

The data analysis in this study follows an interactive qualitative analysis model, consisting of data
reduction, data display, and conclusion drawing/verification. In the data reduction stage, collected data are
categorized into key thematic dimensions, including digital divide, labor market stratification, platform capitalism,
and algorithmic inequality. This process involves coding and clustering relevant findings to identify patterns and
relationships among variables. In the data display stage, the data are organized into conceptual matrices and
narrative syntheses to facilitate comparative interpretation across different contexts and theoretical perspectives.
Finally, in the conclusion drawing stage, the study develops an integrative framework that explains how various
mechanisms of digital inequality interact and reinforce one another within the digital economy. To ensure the
credibility and rigor of the findings, the study employs triangulation techniques, including source triangulation
(academic literature and policy documents), theoretical triangulation (network society, digital sociology, and
intersectionality), and analytical triangulation. Through this systematic and rigorous analytical process, the study
aims to produce a comprehensive and contextually relevant understanding of social inequality in the digital era.
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Figure 1. Diagram Conceptual Research

The results of this study are derived from a systematic analysis of literature and contextual data, focusing
on key dimensions of social inequality in the digital economy. The findings highlight how various mechanisms
such as digital access, labor market transformation, platform dominance, and algorithmic governance interact to
produce and reinforce inequality across different social groups.

Table 1. Summary of Findings on Social Inequality in the Digital Economy

No Dimension of Key Findings Sociological Implications
Inequality
1 Digital Divide Unequal access to internet, devices, Reinforces structural inequality
and digital literacy across regions and and limits social mobility
social groups
2 Educational Limited digital access affects learning ~ Reproduces intergenerational
Inequality opportunities, especially in rural and inequality
low-income groups
3 Labor Market High-skilled workers benefit more, Expands income gap and labor
Stratification while low-skilled workers face job polarization
insecurity
4 Gig Economy Flexible work lacks job security, Creates new forms of precarious
Precarity social protection, and stable income labor
5 Platform Dominance of large digital Strengthens economic
Monopoly companies concentrates wealth and inequality and weakens market
power competition
6 Algorithmic Bias in algorithms leads to unequal Produces hidden and systemic
Inequality access to jobs, services, and discrimination
information
7 Intersectional Gender, class, and minority status Marginalized groups face
Inequality influence digital participation compounded disadvantages
8 Digital Capital Individuals with higher digital skills Creates new social class
gain greater economic opportunities divisions (digital elites vs.
excluded groups)
9 Regional Urban areas benefit more from digital Deepens spatial inequality
Disparities infrastructure than rural areas
10 Policy and Lack of inclusive policies and Limits efforts to reduce
Regulation Gaps regulation of platforms and inequality

algorithms
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The table illustrates that social inequality in the digital economy is a multidimensional and interconnected
phenomenon. One of the most fundamental findings is that the digital divide remains the primary driver of
inequality, as unequal access to technology and digital skills directly affects individuals’ ability to participate in
education, employment, and economic activities. This condition not only limits immediate opportunities but also
contributes to long-term structural inequality by perpetuating cycles of disadvantage across generations.

Furthermore, the findings reveal that the transformation of the labor market through digitalization has
intensified stratification, creating a dual structure in which high-skilled workers benefit disproportionately while
low-skilled workers experience increased precarity. The rise of the gig economy, although offering flexibility,
often lacks adequate protection, thereby reinforcing economic insecurity. In addition, the concentration of power
in digital platforms and the use of algorithmic systems introduce new dimensions of inequality, including hidden
forms of discrimination and unequal access to resources.

Another W insight is the role of intersectionality, where factors such as gender, class, and
geographic location intersect to shape individuals’ experiences in the digital economy. Marginalized groups are
more likely to face barriers to digital participation, highlighting the need for inclusive and context-sensitive
policies. Overall, these findings confirm that addressing social inequality in the digital era requires a
comprehensive approach that considers technological, economic, and socio-cultural dimensions simultaneously.

4, Discussion

The discussion of this study aims to answer the research objective, namely to analyze the mechanisms and
dimensions of social inequality in the digital economy through a contemporary sociological perspective and to
formulate a comprehensive and inclusive framework for understanding and addressing digital inequality. Based
on the findings presented in Table 1, it is evident that the digital economy, while offering significant opportunities
for economic participation and social mobility, simultaneously produces and reinforces structural inequalities.
One of the most dominant dimensions identified is the digital divide, which remains a fundamental determinant
of inequality in the digital era. Unequal access to internet infrastructure, digital devices, and digital literacy creates
disparities in individuals’ ability to participate in education, employment, and social interaction. This finding
aligns with previous studies indicating that digital inequality is not merely a technological issue but a socio-
structural problem that reflects broader patterns of class, regional, and demographic disparities (Irwani et al.,
2024).

The persistence of the digital divide demonstrates how technological advancement can reproduce existing
inequalities rather than eliminate them. Individuals from disadvantaged backgrounds, including those in rural
areas and low-income households, often face significant barriers to accessing digital resources. This limitation
restricts their opportunities to engage in online education, telehealth services, and digital entrepreneurship, thereby
reinforcing cycles of poverty and exclusion. From a sociological perspective, this phenomenon illustrates the
concept of cumulative disadvantage, where initial inequalities in access lead to compounded disparities over time.
Consequently, digital inequality becomes a mechanism for intergenerational reproduction of social stratification,
as individuals who lack digital capital are systematically excluded from emerging economic opportunities
(Baraka, 2024).

In addition to access-related disparities, the findings highlight the role of educational inequality as a critical
dimension of digital inequality. Limited access to digital tools and learning platforms disproportionately affects
students from marginalized backgrounds, reducing their ability to acquire essential digital skills. This condition
not only affects immediate educational outcomes but also has long-term implications for employability and social
mobility. The integration of digital technology into education systems has amplified these disparities, as students
without adequate resources are unable to fully participate in digital learning environments. This supports the
argument that digital inequality in education serves as a key pathway through which broader social inequalities
are reproduced in the digital era (Singh et al., 2022).

Another significant dimension identified in this study is labor market stratification, which reflects the
uneven distribution of benefits and risks associated with digital transformation. The findings indicate that
technological advancement is characterized by skill-biased change, whereby individuals with high levels of digital
competence experience increased demand and higher wages, while those with lower skills face job displacement
and economic marginalization. This dual structure of the labor market contributes to widening income inequality
and reinforces social stratification. The emergence of the gig economy further complicates this dynamic, as it
introduces new forms of employment that are flexible but often precarious, lacking job security, stable income,
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and social protection. These conditions highlight the paradox of digital labor, where opportunities for participation
coexist with heightened vulnerability (Sun, 2025).

The concept of gig economy precarity, as identified in the findings, underscores the broader influence of
neoliberal economic policies in shaping labor relations within the digital economy. The emphasis on flexibility,
efficiency, and market-driven solutions has led to the erosion of traditional labor protections, leaving workers
exposed to economic insecurity and exploitation. This aligns with previous research suggesting that digital
platforms often externalize risks onto workers while maximizing profits for platform owners. As a result, the
digital economy contributes to the creation of a segmented labor market, characterized by a divide between secure,
high-skilled employment and insecure, low-skilled work. This structural transformation reflects a shift toward
more individualized and fragmented forms of labor, which challenge traditional notions of employment and social
protection (Torrent-Sellens, 2024).

The concentration of economic power within digital platforms represents another critical mechanism of
inequality identified in this study. The dominance of large technology companies, often referred to as “superstar
firms,” enables them to control market dynamics, accumulate vast amounts of data, and influence economic and
political processes. This concentration of power not only limits competition but also exacerbates wealth inequality,
as a small number of firms capture a disproportionate share of economic value. From a sociological perspective,
this phenomenon can be understood as a form of digital capitalism, where control over data and technological
infrastructure becomes a key source of power. The findings support previous studies indicating that platform
monopolies contribute to the centralization of wealth and reinforce existing hierarchies within the global economy
(Dawson, 2023).

In addition to economic concentration, the role of algorithms and data-driven systems introduces new
forms of inequality that are often less visible but equally significant. The findings reveal that algorithmic decision-
making processes can produce discriminatory outcomes by reinforcing existing biases in data and design. For
example, algorithms used in recruitment, credit assessment, and content distribution may disadvantage certain
groups based on gender, ethnicity, or socio-economic status. These forms of algorithmic inequality are particularly
concerning because they operate in opaque systems, making it difficult to identify and address discriminatory
practices. This aligns with the growing body of literature on algorithmic governance, which emphasizes the need
for transparency, accountability, and ethical considerations in the design and implementation of digital systems
(Zhao & Wang, 2023).

The discussion of these findings can be further enriched by examining them through the lens of
contemporary sociological theories. The concept of the network society provides a useful framework for
understanding how digital connectivity shapes social inclusion and exclusion. In this context, individuals with
access to digital networks and the ability to utilize them effectively are positioned as “digital elites,” while those
without such access are marginalized. This framework highlights the central role of digital capital in determining
individuals’ positions within the social hierarchy, emphasizing the importance of connectivity and technological
competence in the digital age (Martynenko, 2024).

Similarly, the perspective of digital sociology offers a comprehensive approach to analyzing the
multidimensional nature of digital inequality. By examining the intersections between technology, society, and
culture, digital sociology provides insights into how digital systems shape social relations, identities, and power
structures. The findings of this study demonstrate that digital inequality extends beyond economic dimensions to
include social and cultural aspects, such as access to information, participation in online communities, and the
ability to influence digital discourse. This multidimensional perspective is essential for understanding the
complexity of inequality in the digital era (Trofymenko et al., 2023).

The intersectional dimension of digital inequality also emerges as a significant theme in this study. The
findings indicate that factors such as gender, class, and geographic location interact to shape individuals’
experiences in the digital economy. For example, women and individuals from marginalized communities often
face additional barriers to digital participation, including limited access to education, cultural constraints, and
economic disadvantages. These intersecting forms of inequality highlight the need for a more nuanced and
inclusive approach to digital policy and research, one that recognizes the diversity of experiences and addresses
the specific needs of different social groups. This perspective is consistent with feminist and intersectional
theories, which emphasize the importance of analyzing multiple dimensions of inequality simultaneously
(Fernandes & Silva, 2025).
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Another important aspect of the discussion is the role of regional disparities in shaping digital inequality.
The findings show that urban areas tend to benefit more from digital infrastructure and economic opportunities
compared to rural areas, leading to spatial inequality. This urban-rural divide reflects broader patterns of
development and resource distribution, where investments in digital infrastructure are often concentrated in
economically advantageous regions. As a result, rural communities are left behind in the digital transformation
process, further exacerbating existing inequalities. Addressing this issue requires targeted policies that prioritize
infrastructure development and digital inclusion in underserved areas (Liu, 2024).

The identification of policy and regulatory gaps as a key finding underscores the importance of governance
in addressing digital inequality. The lack of comprehensive and inclusive policies limits the ability of governments
to effectively regulate digital platforms, protect workers, and ensure equitable access to digital resources. This
highlights the need for a more proactive and coordinated approach to digital governance, involving multiple
stakeholders, including governments, private sector actors, and civil society organizations. Effective policy
interventions should focus on promoting digital inclusion, regulating platform power, and ensuring transparency
and accountability in algorithmic systems (Xu, 2023).

In responding to these challenges, the study emphasizes the importance of adopting an inclusive approach
to digital transformation. This includes investing in digital infrastructure, enhancing digital literacy, and
developing policies that address structural inequalities. Furthermore, there is a need to explore alternative models
of digital economic development that prioritize social justice and sustainability, rather than solely focusing on
economic efficiency. Such models may include cooperative platforms, community-based digital initiatives, and
policies that promote equitable distribution of digital resources and opportunities (Pori¢, 2022).

Overall, the discussion demonstrates that social inequality in the digital economy is a complex and
multifaceted phenomenon, shaped by the interaction of technological, economic, and social factors. The findings
highlight the need for a comprehensive and interdisciplinary approach to understanding and addressing digital
inequality, one that integrates insights from sociology, economics, and policy studies. By adopting such an
approach, it is possible to develop more effective strategies for promoting inclusive and equitable digital
development.

In conclusion, this study successfully answers the research objective by providing a comprehensive
analysis of the mechanisms and dimensions of social inequality in the digital economy. Through the integration
of empirical findings and theoretical perspectives, the study offers a nuanced understanding of how digital
inequality is produced and sustained, as well as practical insights for addressing these challenges. The results
underscore the importance of inclusive digital policies, equitable access to technology, and the regulation of
platform power in creating a more just and sustainable digital society.

5.  Conclusion, Limitations, and Suggestions
Conclusion

This study concludes that social inequality in the digital economy is a multidimensional and structurally embedded
phenomenon shaped by the interaction of digital access disparities, labor market stratification, platform
dominance, and algorithmic governance. Through a contemporary sociological perspective, the findings
demonstrate that the digital economy not only creates new opportunities but also reproduces and intensifies
existing inequalities across class, gender, and regional lines. The analysis confirms that digital divide and unequal
digital capital serve as primary drivers of exclusion, while platform capitalism and algorithmic systems reinforce
hidden and systemic inequalities. Therefore, achieving inclusive digital transformation requires a comprehensive
framework that integrates equitable access, digital literacy development, labor protection, and regulatory oversight
of digital platforms. This study successfully fulfills its objective by offering an integrative understanding of the
mechanisms of digital inequality and proposing a sociologically grounded foundation for more inclusive and just
digital development.

Limitation and suggestions

This study has several limitations that should be considered. First, the research relies primarily on
qualitative analysis through literature review and document analysis, which may limit the empirical
generalizability of the findings across diverse contexts. Second, the absence of primary field data, such as surveys
or large-scale quantitative datasets, restricts the ability to measure the extent and variation of digital inequality in
specific populations. Third, the study focuses on a broad conceptual analysis of the digital economy, which may
overlook micro-level dynamics and localized experiences of inequality. Additionally, differences in national
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policies, technological infrastructure, and socio-cultural conditions are not explored in depth, which may influence
the applicability of the proposed framework in different settings.

Future research is recommended to adopt mixed-method or quantitative approaches to complement the
qualitative findings and provide more robust empirical evidence on digital inequality. Longitudinal studies are
also needed to examine how digital inequality evolves over time and across generations. Researchers should
further explore context-specific cases, particularly in developing countries, to better understand the localized
dynamics of digital exclusion. From a policy perspective, governments and stakeholders are encouraged to invest
in digital infrastructure, promote inclusive digital literacy programs, and implement regulations that address
platform monopolies and algorithmic bias. Additionally, the development of alternative digital economic models
that prioritize equity and social justice should be further investigated to support sustainable and inclusive digital
transformation.
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