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Abstract

Background: Thereisagrowing concern that digital health care may exacerbate existing health disparities. Digital health care
or eHealth encompasses the digital apps that are used in health care. Differences in access, use, and perceived benefits of digital
technology among socioeconomic groups are commonly referred to as the digital divide. Current research shows that peoplein
lower socioeconomic positions (SEPs) use eHealth less frequently.

Objective: Thisstudy aimsto (1) investigate the association between SEP and eHealth access to, use of, and perceived benefit
within the adult Dutch population and (2) evaluate disparities in eHealth access, use, and perceived benefit through three
socioeconomic variables—education, standardized income, and the socioeconomic status of the neighborhood.

Methods: A secondary analysis was conducted on data from the Nivel Dutch Health Care Consumer Panel (response rate 57%,
849/1500), to assess access to, use of, and perceived benefits from eHealth. These data were collected to monitor eHealth
developments in the Netherlands. eHealth was examined through two concepts: (1) eHealth in general and (2) websites, apps,
and wearables. Results were stratified into 9 SEP populations based on 3 indicators—education, standardized income, and
socioeconomic status level of the neighborhood. Logistic regression analyses were performed to eval uate whether the outcomes
varied significantly across different SEP groups. Age was included as a covariate to control for confounding.

Results: This study confirms the association between eHealth and SEP and shows that low SEP respondents have less access
(odds ratio [OR] 5.72, 95% Cl 3.06-10.72) and use (OR 4.96, 95% Cl 2.66-9.24) of eHealth compared to medium or high SEP
respondents. Differences were most profound when stratifying for levels of education.

Conclusions: The access to and use of eHealth has a socioeconomic gradient and emphasizes that SEP indicators cannot be
used interchangeably to assess eHealth access and use. The results underline the importance of activities and policies aimed at
improving eHealth accessibility and usage among |ow SEP groupsto mitigate disparitiesin health between different socioeconomic
groups.
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Introduction

Digital health care is expected to provide benefits for health
care systems, providers, and patientsand is considered asolution
to addressworkforce shortages and rising health care costs[1-4].
Moreover, digital health care is anticipated to enhance the
quality of care, stimulate patient self-management, and improve
health accessibility and equity [1-4]. Digital heath care or
eHealth is defined as the digital apps that are used in health
care. Hedth care policies focus on increased use of and
dependency on the eHealth apps [4-6]. Concerns have been
raised that digital health care may not be equally accessible for
al [7-13]. Populations with lower socioeconomic positions
(SEPs) aremorelikely to encounter financial, skill, or cognitive
barriers to accessing and using eHealth, such aslimited access
to devices, limited digital health skills, or limited ability to take
the initiative in using eHealth [7,11-16]. Additionally, these
populations experience challenges in comprehending and
implementing health information and healthy behaviorsin daily
life[17-21].

The demand for health care servicesis often higher in low-SEP
populations, as people with alow SEP endure more often from
chronic illnesses [18,19,22,23]. Research shows that low-SEP
populations often have different views on health and the possible
benefits of healthy behaviors compared to high-SEP popul ations
[24-27]. Studies find that low-SEP popul ations have less time,
more stress, and limited financial capacities to implement
healthy behaviors [26]. Next to this, it is theorized that health
beliefs often find origin in the health beliefs of previous
generations [24-27]. In the context of low SEP, the expectation
of ashorter life and the belief that their own behavior haslimited
influence on their longevity pose barriersto adhering to healthy
behaviors[20]. Therefore, the digitalization of health care could
seriously impact the access and use of health care for thosewho
need it most [5,6,13,28-31].

National digital connectivity and policies that stimulate the
transition toward adigital health care system could improvethe
implementation and accessibility of eHealth. The European
Union and its member states deploy policiestoreaizethedigital
transition of health care systems[5,6]. Some states, such asthe
Netherlands, have been experimenting with digital health care
for over a decade [4,6]. Most Dutch households (98%) have
fast broadband coverage (2020) and 88% of the Dutch
population uses mobile broadband (2019), which indicates the
use of a mobile phone or other device with mabile internet
access [5]. The level of connectivity in the Netherlands could
facilitate the implementation of digital health care [5].

Several countries have developed national eHealth monitoring
programs to monitor the uptake and effects of eHealth among
health care professionals and citizens [32-34]. From acitizen's
perspective, the monitoring programs focus on the use and
evaluation of eHealth that involve citizen interaction [32-34].
Thisincludes applications such aswebsites, apps, and wearables
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that citizens can useindependently or involve eHealth tool s that
facilitate digital communication with ahealth care professional,
such as video calls or messaging via patient portals [32-34].
This study is based on secondary data analysis of the Dutch
eHealth monitoring program (2021) [29], which collects data
about access, use, and perceived benefits from eHealth among
Dutch citizens through questionnaires.

Thereisstill limited understanding of the relationship between
SEP and eHealth access, use, and perceived benefit and that
understanding is generaly limited to either access, use, or
perceived benefit from eHealth, specific eHealth apps or specific
subpopul ations. Research showed the rel ation between SEP and
the use of personal health records [35] and mobile apps [36].
Other research focuses on either the benefit from [37] or the
use of eHealth [38,39] or specific patient groups such as cancer
survivors [40,41], or citizens bound to specific locations [42].
To our knowledge, insight into differences in eHealth access,
use, and perceived benefitsand how different indicatorsfor SEP
display these differences within the Dutch general population
aged 18 years and older are largely unknown. This study aims
to assess differences in eHealth-related access, usage, and
perceived benefits for different socioeconomic populations,
based on education, standardized income, and socioeconomic
status (SES) level of the neighborhood in the Netherlands. The
findings of this study give insight into the disparities in access
to, use of, and perceived benefit from eHealth in a highly
connected country with an increasingly digitalized hedlth care
system. Theresultsareinsightful for other contextsthat aim for
or experience the same ambitionsto transition to adigital health
care system.

Methods

Panel

Data from the Dutch Health Care Consumer Panel (DHCCP)
were used [43]. The DHCCP is a panel managed by Nivel (the
Netherlands Institute for Health Services Research) and currently
(as of September 2023) consists of approximately 11,500 panel
members aged 18 years and older [43]. For this study, a study
sample of 1.500 panel memberswas drawn by researchersfrom
DHCCP The study sample was representative of the Dutch
population aged 18 years and older regarding age and sex [43].
Background characteristics of panel members, including their
sex, age, level of education, net monthly income per household,
and 4-digit postal codeswere known. The panel was periodically
renewed to ensure representative sampl es of the adult population
in the Netherlands can be drawn. New panel members were
recruited by buying an address file from an address supplier
[43]. Asaresult, possible new memberswere sampled at random
from the general population in the Netherlands [43]. The panel
could only bejoined through invitation. It was not possible for
peopleto sign up on their own initiative[43]. Upon membership,
panel members were informed of the purpose, scope, method,
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and use of the panel [43]. Based on thisinformation, participants
could give permission to participate in the panel [43].

Ethical Consider ations

According to the Dutch legislation, neither obtaining informed
consent nor approval by a medical ethics committee was
obligatory for doing research within the DHCCP [43,44]. Data
analysis was conducted with pseudonymized data, according
to the privacy regulations of the DHCCP, in compliance with
the General Data Protection Regulation [44]. The privacy of
the panel memberswas protected. All datawere carefully stored
by Nivel [43]. Personal information such as addresseswas stored
separately from the data of the questionnaires[43]. The privacy
of the panel members in the study sample was guaranteed by
DHCCP [43]. The researcher (LS) who analyzed the data had
no access to the personal information of the panel members
[43]. A written or digital informed consent was obtained at the
time of registration of a new member to the panel [43]. Panel
members were asked to participate approximately 4 or 5 times
per year [43]. Participation was voluntary.

Data Collection

Data on the population’s perspective on eHealth were collected
via the DHCCP as part of a larger monitoring study into the
perceptions, experiences, and usage of eHealth in the
Netherlands[43]. A questionnaire was devel oped and reviewed
by a team of representatives from the health care field in the
Netherlands. The questionnaire was based on earlier distributed
questionnaires of the monitoring study and was adjusted to
reflect market developments [34]. The questionnaire was
distributed via email and post (according to the preferences of
the panel members) in May 2021. A digital reminder was sent
after 1, 2, and 3 weeks after the start of the questionnaire and
1 written reminder was sent after 2 weeks. Panel members had
4 weeks to respond.

Socioeconomic Position | ndicators

Overview

The concept of SEPiscomplex, asit resultsfrom theinteraction
between individual, social, economic, cultural, and societal
factors [45,46]. In this study, 3 different operationalizations of
SEP were used to study the digital divide in the context of
eHealth—education as a historic starting point, standardized
household income asameasure of current wealth, and SES|evel
of the neighborhood to include environmental influence[46-49].

Education

The education level swere defined aslow (none, primary school,
or prevocational education); medium (secondary or vocational
education level 1, 2, 3, or 4); and high (professional higher
education or university) [50].

Standardized | ncome

Standardized income was defined as the net monthly income
of the household adjusted for number of household members.
The net income was converted to the equivalent of the net
income of asingle adult household by using equivalencefactors
from Statistics Netherlands (the Dutch Institute for Population
Statistics) [51]. Some respondents acknowledged having
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children or other adults living in their household apart from
their partner or children older than 18 years of age but did not
specify the number. In the case of an unknown amount of
children, 1.57 children were assumed. In case of an unknown
amount of extraadults 1 extraadult was assumed. Assumptions
werederived from the averagesin Dutch households[50,52,53].
Information gathered from the panel members about their
monthly net income was in ranges, and the mean of the range
wastaken asthe monthly net income. Standardized incomewas
divided into three categories (1) low (between €0 and €1659
[US $1718.56] per month; The used conversion rate was
applicable on May 1, 2021), (2) medium (between €1660 [US
$1719.59] and €2332 [US $2415.72] per month), and (3) high
(more than €2332 [US $2415.72] per month). The categories
were derived from the quartile distribution of the net income
of the Dutch households (2020) [54].

Socioeconomic Status Level of the Neighborhood

The SES leve of the neighborhood of all respondents was
determined using the Social Economic Status-Wealth Education
Employment (SES'WOA) score (2019) from the Statistics
Netherlands. The SES-WOA score was based on the wealth,
educational status, and recent employment history of households
inthe neighborhood [55,56]. The SES-WOA scorewas matched
to the respondent by the 4-digit postal code. The neighborhoods
of the respondents were categorized as (1) low (first tertile of
SES score; —0.89 to 0.042), (2) medium (second tertile of SES
score; 0.043-0.21), and (3) high (third tertile of SES score:
0.21-0.71). The average score of Dutch neighborhoods was
0.092 (SD 0.23; range —0.89 to 0.71) [55,56].

eHealth and the Digital Divide

For the interpretation of the data, the digital divide model was
used. The digital divide model published by van Dijk et al [57]
conceptualized that individuals SEPs influence the available
resources to access, use, and benefit from new digital media.
In this study, the digital mediain focus was eHealth.

Two concepts of eHealth were examined: (1) eHealthin general
and (2) websites, apps, and wearables. Itemsin the questionnaire
that informed these 2 concepts were matched to the 3 levels of
the digital divide model [57], namely level 1—access, level
2—use, and level 3—perceived benefit. Operationalization of
the variables measuring access, use, and perceived benefit for
eHealth in general and websites, apps, and wearables can be
found in Multimedia Appendix 1.

First, eHealth in general was studied to gain insight into an
overal interest toward digital appsin health care. The levels of
digital divide that were studied are access and the perceived
benefit. Accesswas measured by motivation. Here respondents
were asked what their general thoughts are about digital apps
used in health care. The perceived benefit was operationalized
by measuring to what extent the respondents perceived
themselves as making more conscious decisions about their
health as aresult of eHealth use.

Second, eHealth in terms of websites, apps, and wearables was
studied to gain insight into the use of these specific eHealth
tools to improve health or provide support in coping with a
disease. The digital divide levels that were taken into account
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are access and use. Access was measured by motivation and
physical access. Motivation was measured by asking the
respondents if they have used or would like to use websites,
apps, and wearables for their health. For physical access, the
respondents were asked if they have access to an electronic
device with internet.

Thedigital divide concept use was measured by barriersin use,
diversity of use, and frequency of use. For the concept barriers
in use, the respondents were asked if they experienced barriers
inthe use of websites, apps, and wearables. The use of websites,
apps, and wearables was further operationalized in 2
variables—diversity of use and frequency of use. For these
variables, the respondents were asked about 16 different
websites, apps, or wearablesif they used the app (once or more
than once). Diversity entails the variety of websites, apps, and
wearables used, while the frequency of use operationalizesthe
number of times (more than once) the apps were used.

Statistical Analysis

Descriptive analyses were used to describe the demographics
and the outcome of the variables measuring the access, use, and
perceived benefit for eHealth in general and websites, apps, and
wearables. The variables measuring access, use, and perceived
benefit were constructed by combining items from the original
guestionnaire. The operationalization of these variables can be
found in Multimedia Appendix 1.

The outcomes were stratified by the 3 variables of
SEP—educationa level, standardized income, and SES level
of the neighborhood. The differences in eHealth access and
usage between SEP populationswereinvestigated using logistic
regression analysis. Ordered logistic regression was used for
testing the differences in perceived benefit between SEP
populations. Age was included in the analysis to test for
confounding, as age is associated with both health and
familiarity and use of digital media[10,58,59]. The correlation
between the independent variables was determined via the
Spearman rank order correlation coefficient. Data analysis was
conducted using the Stata Statistical Software release (version
16.1; StataCorp) [60]. A P<.05 was considered statistically
significant. Variables of physical access and diversity of use
were not included in the logistic regression analysis because
there were too few cases in outcome categories to meet the
assumptions of the logistic regression analysis. The univariate
outcomes are presented in Multimedia Appendix 2.
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Results

Sample Characteristics

In total, 849 panel members responded to the questionnaire,
resulting in a response rate of 56.6% (849/1500). Among the
panel population of 1500, 8.9% (133/1500), 40% (600/1500),
and 48.7% (731/1500) had a low, medium, and high level of
education, respectively. Of these groups, 55.6% (74/133), 59.3%
(356/600), and 54.3% (397/731) responded to the questionnaire.
Regarding standardized income 35.8% (537/1500), 31.8%
(477/1500), and 27.9 (419/1500) had low, medium, and high
levels of standardized income, respectively. Of these groups,
57.2% (307/537), 56.4% (269/477), and 54.9% (230/269) had
responded to the questionnaire. Finaly, for SES-level of the
neighborhood, 42.8% (642/1500), 32.6% (489/1500), and 23.1%
(346/1500) had low, medium, and high levels of SES-level of
the neighborhood in the panel population, respectively. Of these
groups, 56.1% (360/642), 58.1% (284/489), and 55.2%
(191/346) responded to the questionnaire.

The demographics of the study population can befound in Table
1. Anoverview of the study population stratified by education,
standardized income, and SES level of the neighborhood can
be found in Multimedia Appendix 3. Overdl, the sample
contained the same distribution of males or females as in the
general population. When stratified for age category, our sample
contained slightly more respondents aged 40 years and older
and fewer respondents aged 18-39 years as compared to the
general population. A frequency table of males and femalesin
3 age categoriesfrom the study population and the genera Dutch
population can be found in Multimedia Appendix 4 [61].
Compared to the Dutch general population, the study population
had more males (11.3% genera population, 14.9% study
population) and females (13.1% general population, 15.4%
study population) in the age category of 65 years and older. In
terms of sex, the distribution was equal between both
populations (Dutch general population of 49.3% male and 50.7%
female, study population male 48.7% and female 51.3%). The
mean age was 54 (SD 16.96) years. The lowest number of
respondents was in the low educational level subpopulation
(741849, 8.72%) and the highest in the high educational level
subpopulation (397/849, 46.76%). A high educational level was
significantly and positively associated with ahigh standardized
income level, as indicated by the correlations of educational
level and standardized income level: p=0.37 (P<.001),
educational level and SES level of the neighborhood: p=0.021
(P=.55), and standardized income level and SES level of the
neighborhood: p=0.035 (P=.33) [62].
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Table 1. Demographic description of the study population (n=849). Study population was sampled (2021) from a representative population (N=1500)
of genera Dutch population aged 18 years and ol der.

Total (n=849)

Sex, n (%)

Male 413 (48.6)

Female 435 (51.2)

Missing 1(0)
Age (years)

Mean (SD) 54 (16.96)

Range 19-92
Aver age household size

Mean (SD) 2.29(1.11)

Range 1-7
Number of householdswith children younger than 18 years, n (%)

No 604 (71.1)

Yes 235 (27.7)

Missing 10(1.2)
Number of householdswith children older than 18 years, n (%)

No 763 (89.9)

Yes 76(9)

Missing 10(1.2)
Education

Mean (SD) 2.39 (0.65)

Range 1-3

Low, n (%) 74 (8.7)

Medium, n (%) 356 (41.9)

High, n (%) 397 (46.8)

Missing, n (%) 22 (2.6)
Standar dized income

Mean (SD) 1.90 (0.81)

Range 1-3

Low, n (%) 307 (36.2)

Medium, n (%) 269 (31.7)

High, n (%) 230 (27.1)

Missing, n (%) 43(5.1)
SESP level of the neighbor hood

Mean (SD) 1.80(0.79)

Range 1-3

Low, n (%) 360 (42.4)

Medium, n (%) 284 (33.5)

High, n (%) 191 (22.5)

Missing, n (%) 14 (1.7)

@ ducation level—low (none, primary school or prevocational education); medium (secondary or vocational education level 1, 2, 3, or 4); and high
(professional higher education or university). Standardized income was divided into 3 categories—low (between €0 and €1659 [US $1718.56] per
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month); medium (between €1660 [US $1719.59] and €2332 [US $2415.72] per month); and high (more than €2332 [US $2415.72] per month). The
SES level of the neighborhood was determined using the Social Economic Status-Wealth Education Employment (SES-WOA) score (2019) from
Statistics Netherlands. The SES-WOA score was based on the wealth, educational status, and recent employment history of householdsin the neighborhood
[55,56]. Categories: low (first tertile of SES score: —0.89 to 0.042); medium (second tertile of SES score: 0.043-0.21); and high (third tertile of SES
score: 0.21-0.71). Not all values add up to 100% due to missing val ues.

bSES: socioeconomic status.

. . . overview of access, use, and perceived benefit, stratified by
Results of the Rela.tlon Between th_e_ D'g'tal_ Divide SEP indicators. The results showed that the outcome differed
L evels and the Socioeconomic Position Indicators the most when the popul ation was stratified by education. Figure
Overview 2 presents the associations between access; use; perceived
benefit; low, medium, and high education; standardized income;
and SESlevel of the neighborhood populations. The underlying
data used for Figure 2 is presented in Multimedia Appendix 5.

An overview of the measured and analyzed variables can be
found in Figure 1. The frequencies of these outcomes can be
foundin Multimedia Appendix 2. Table 2 presents adescriptive

Figure 1. Overview of the concepts of access, use, and perceived benefit, the variables matched to these concepts and the socioeconomic position
indicators used in this study. L egend indicates whether the variables were matched for eHealth in general (bold), websites apps and wearabl es (underlined)
or both. Second, the legend indicates whether the variables were viable, either included (black) or not included (grey), for logistic (ordered) regression
analysis [57]. SES: socioeconomic status.

Perceived benefit

Third-level digital divide

Use .
Second-level digital divide J Perceived benefit

Frequency

Access ’7 > of use
Barriers

First-level digital divide inuse DLversity of
7 use
Physical
—® — access
Motivation
Socioeconomic position variables
Education Standardized income SES level of the neighborhood
Legend

I Mcasured and included in analysis for eHealth in general and websites, apps, and wearables
I Measured and included in analysis for eHealth in general
I Mcasured and included in analysis for websites, apps, and wearables

Measured and not included in analysis
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Figure 2. The relation between access, use, and benefit of eHealth and low, medium, and high levels of 3 SEP indicators—education, standardized
income, and SES-level of the neighborhood. Results from a questionnaire (2021) answered by arepresentative study population (n=849) for the general
Dutch population aged 18 years and older. Access. motivation, use: barriersin use and frequency of use, and perceived benefit: perceived benefit. For
each SEP indicator, abar graph of the results of logistic (ordered) regression analysis was presented. Each bar shows the odds ratio (OR) and the 95%
Cl for the difference between SEP levelsfor each digital divide concept. For each SEP indicator, the compari sons made were medium compared to low
(dark grey), high compared to low (light grey), and high compared to medium (medium grey). The number of respondents (n) included in the analysis
for each digital divide concept was indicated. The variable barriers in use were recoded to ensure that a positive score (1) reflected the outcome: no
experienced barriers. Positive ORs (OR>1) should be interpreted that the primary group in the comparison, in the case of this study either medium or
high SEP, had more likelihood of not experiencing barriers in use. *P>.05, **P>.01, ***P>.001. SEP: socioeconomic position; SES: socioeconomic

status.
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Table 2. Frequency distribution of access, use, and perceived benefit for (1) eHealth in general and (2) websites, apps, and wearables, stratified by
education, standardized income, and SES? level of the neighborhood. Frequencies are derived from results of a questionnaire (2021) conducted among
asample of the general Dutch population (N=1500), final study population (n:849)b'°.

Total Education Standardized income SES level of the neighborhood
Low Med? High Low Med High Low Med High
Population, n 849 74 356 397 307 269 230 360 284 191
eHealth in general
Access—motivation, n (%)
No moativation 386 46 (62.2) 177 152 153 124 90(39.1) 174 141 68 (35.6)
(45.5) (49.7) (38.3) (49.8) (46.1) (48.3) (49.6)
Motivation 401 21(284) 153 218 131 127 123 157 127 107 (56)
(47.2) (43.0) (54.9) (42.7) (47.2) (53.5) (43.6) (44.7)
Per ceived benefit—perceived benefit, n (%)
Totaly dis- 211 17 (23.0) 80(22.4) 108 70(22.8) 68(25.3) 65(28.3) 85(23.6) 76(26.7) 46(24.1)
agree—disagree (24.9) (27.2)
Not agree nor dis- 370 33(445) 1711 159 144 119 89(38.7) 158 134 75 (39.3)
agree (43.6) (48.0) (40.1) (46.9) (44.2) (43.9) (47.2)
Agree—totally 205 17(23.0) 81(22.8) 104 69 (225) 65(24.2) 61(265) 87(24.2) 61(21.5) 53(27.7)
agree (24.2) (26.2)
Websites, apps, and wear ables
Access—mativation, n (%)
No motivation 143 35(47.3) 62(17.4) 41(10.3) 59(19.2) 43(16.0) 34(14.8) 65(181) 50(17.6) 23(12.0)
(16.8)
Motivation 636 29(39.2) 265 328 221 206 178 263 215 150
(75.0) (74.4) (82.6) (72.0) (76.6) (77.4) (73.1 (75.7) (78.5)
Use—barriersin use, n (%)
Experienced barri- 339 29(39.2) 140 159 135 109 76 (33.0) 145 119 71(37.2)
ers (40.0) (39.3) (40.1) (44.0) (40.5) (40.3) (41.9
No experienced 472 39(52.7) 201 223 157 149 145 197 156 110
barriers (55.6) (56.5) (56.2) (51.1) (55.4) (63.0) (54.7) (54.9) (57.6)
Use—frequency of use, n (%)
No frequent use 131 29(39.2) 60(16.9) 38(9.6) 59(19.2) 36(134) 29(12.6) 57(15.8) 47(16.5) 24(12.6)
(15.4)
Frequent use 662 34(45.9) 274 339 222 219 189 277 226 149
(78.0) (77.0) (85.4) (72.3) (81.4) (82.2) (76.9) (79.6) (78.0)

8SES: socioeconomic status.

bThe variables physical access and diversity of use for websites, apps, and wearables were not presented in Table 2 because these variables could not
meet the assumptions for logistic regression analysis. The frequencies of these outcomes can be found in Multimedia Appendix 2.

®Not all values add up to 100% due to missing values.
dMed: medium level.

Access and Motivation

For eHealth in general, as well as for websites, apps and
wearables, differences in motivation were found between
different levels of education. Differences in motivation were
most profound between low or medium versus highly educated
respondents in both eHealth in general (odds ratio [OR] 2.18,
95% CI 1.22-3.88) and websites, apps, and wearables (OR 5.72,
95% Cl 3.06-10.72). Regarding standardized income, a
difference in motivation for eHealth in general was found
between high and low standardized incomes (OR 1.52, 95% Cl
1.05-2.21). A significant difference in motivation between low

https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e49585

(OR 1.74, 95% CI 1.19-2.55) and medium (OR 1.63, 95% ClI
1.1-2.43) versus high SESlevel of the neighborhood wasfound
for eHealth in general.

Use, Barriersin Use, and Experienced Barriers

High standardized income was associated with no experience
of barriersin use in comparison to low and medium levels of
standardized income. Thisimplies that fewer respondents with
a high standardized income experienced barriers while using
eHealth websites, apps, and wearables (OR 1.60, 95% CI
1.11-2.31). Thefrequency of eHealth use al so differed between
respondents with a low, medium, or high level of education,
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with the most significant difference between high and low
educational levels (OR 4.96, 95% Cl 2.66-9.24). In terms of
standardized income, there were significant differences between
low and high (OR 1.76, 95% Cl 1.06-2.91) and low and medium
(OR 1.74, 95% CI 1.09-2.79) standardized incomelevels. High
SEP respondents were more likely to frequently use an eHealth
app, website, or wearable compared to medium or low SEP
respondents.

Perceived Benefit

There were no significant differences found regarding the
perceived benefits between low, medium, or high-SEP
populations.

Discussion

Principal Findings

This study shows that low SEP respondents have | ess access to
and use of eHealth compared to medium or high SEP
respondents. The most significant digital divide observed in
this study is related to educational background. The results of
this paper contribute on a population level to previous findings
that the access and use of eHealth has a socioeconomic gradient.
Additionally, the results emphasize that SEP indicators cannot
be used interchangeably to assess eHealth access and use.

The results of this study highlight that, across all 3 SEP
indicators, the most substantial differences are found in access
through motivation. Respondents from higher socioeconomic
categories expressed greater motivation to use eHealth, including
websites, apps, and wearables, in comparison to those from
lower SEPs. Hedth equity researchers emphasize that
comprehending how people perceive headth and health care is
a complex issue influenced by several societal, contextual,
social, and biological individua factors. Therefore, a
multidimensional and multicausal approach is necessary to
comprehend these disparities[24,63,64]. Weiss et al [28] discuss
existing literature and multiple theories as to why differences
in eHealth access and use exist between soci oeconomic groups.
The literature described that the social position of individuals
and the influence of the context and organizations surrounding
the individual play a role in whether individuals choose to
consume digital health care or not [28]. Other literature
emphasized that the diffusion of digital health care in society
will decrease the digital divide gap as the low-SEP population
is assumed to be the latest to adopt [28]. However, the role of
health care organizations, social policies, and political decisions
that impact individuals motivations toward eHealth has not
been adequately studied. Current national Dutch policies
concerning eHealth are focused on the development and
interoperability of eHealth apps, the digital skills of health care
professionals and the use of eHealth by older people at home,
resulting in eHealth becoming an essential part of the health
care system [65]. In countries where health care digitalization
is progressing, it would be valuable to examine the potential
influence of the government, health care organizations, and
businesses on the motivation of |ow socioeconomic popul ations
toward eHealth. Such research could offer valuableinsightsinto
the societal and policy changes required to make eHealth more
appealing to low-SEP populations.

https://formative.jmir.org/2025/1/e49585
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In this study, use was examined by studying the barriersin use
and frequency of use of eHealth websites, apps, and wearabl es.
The results demonstrated that respondents with a high
standardized income level infrequently experienced barriersto
using eHealth websites, apps, and wearables compared to lower
standardized income levels. Previous studies show that highly
educated people often have higher health literacy levels and
digital skills and are more in contact with the digital world via
their education or profession [10,31,59,66-70]. Other studies
show that in the development of eHealth new apps are often
pilot-tested by highly educated respondents and, therefore, might
be more tailored to the needs of highly educated individuals
[9,71,72]. In contrast, other studies point out the variety of health
behaviors and health care use within SEP groups. De Boer et
al [73] show that low SEP groups have more health care costs
but that healthy lifestyle behavior such as smoking or being
member of a sports club are attributed greatly to the variety in
health care use in each socioeconomic group. In the light of
eHealth, Agachi et al [74] showed that the user interface and
the type of eHealth offered attributes to the use of eHealth
between socioeconomic groups. Results revealed that for the
same eHealth program, people living in a low socioeconomic
neighborhood use the app-based tool more than people living
high in a socioeconomic neighborhood. For the web-based
version, results show the opposite emphasizing the importance
of the user interface and the accessibility to digital devices, as
is also theorized in the digital divide model [49,74]. Both De
Boer [73] and Agachi [74] show that behavior-related and
technical-related factors play arolein the use of health careand
eHealth. Theresults of this study and other studies showed that
understanding and creating insight into the existence of and
possible solutionsfor health disparitiesis dependent on multiple
dimensions. Future research into how the socioeconomic
gradient in eHealth access and use are associated with other
behavioral and technical factors is important to create an
in-depth understanding of disparitiesin eHealth access and use
that can inspire research, policy, and practice.

Results pointed out that high education and high standardized
income levels were associated with frequent use of websites,
apps, and wearables. This is in accordance with previous
research, which showsthat ahigh level of education and income
isfound to be associated with more access to and use of eHealth
[12,13,31]. Surprisingly, no difference was found in the
perceived benefits (making more conscious decisions in health
because of eHealth use) in any of the SEP indicators, although
the frequency of use of websites, apps, and wearableswas high
(78%) and did show significant differences. This implies that
respondents with more frequent use of websites, apps, and
wearables had the same perceived benefit, namely, making more
consciousdecisions dueto eHealth use, compared to respondents
who have not used websites, apps, and wearables once.
Evaluation studies show that high SEP respondents have better
outcomes from eHealth use than low SEP respondents
[10,30,31,59]. The results of this study might indicate that in
the real-life context, even though current eHealth apps might
be more suitablefor highly educated individual s, eHealth isnot
used appropriately or with similar discipline as in the clinical
trial context.

JMIR Form Res 2025 | vol. 9| e49585 | p. 9
(page number not for citation purposes)


http://www.w3.org/Style/XSL
http://www.renderx.com/

JMIR FORMATIVE RESEARCH

Strengths and Limitations

The strengths of this study were the use of a large and
representative sample of the Dutch population and the use of 3
SEP operationalizations to provide a broad insight into the
effects of SEP on the digital divide. This study also has some
limitations. Despite alarge number of respondents, the skewed
distribution of outcomes across SEP levels hampered the
performance of multivariable logistic regression analysis [62].
Next to this, the SEP indicators used are focused on social
demographic and economic aspects of SEP. Cultural and other
social aspects, such associal networks and cultural background,
have not been taken into account.

The questionnaire used in the study was not designed to measure
al the different aspects of the digital divide model and is a
secondary analysis of the data gathered. Although the majority
of digital dividelevels could be well matched with questionnaire
items, data on the second level digital divide for eHealth in
general and thethird digital divide level for websites, apps, and
wearables was lacking. In some cases, with emphasis on the
concept barriersin use for websites, apps, and wearables more
in-depth insightsinto the digital divide levelswould have been
desirable to improve the validation of the findings. Van Dijk
[57] provides conceptsto further definethe digital dividelevels.
Access, thefirst level of digital divide, isdescribed to entail the
concepts of motivational access and physical access. Use, the
second level of digital divide entailsthe concepts of digital skills
and usage. Usage here encompasses both frequency and diversity
of digital media use. Perceived benefit, the third level digital
divide, is conceptualized by personal outcomesthat are aresult
of the use of digital media [57]. In this study, the concept
barriersin usewere used instead of digital skills, asexperienced
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barriers are not limited to barriers formed by a lack of digital
skills.

Additionally, for the first and the second level digital divide,
the technical design and the information and communication
technology of eHealth are of importance [57]. The technical
design and the information and communication technology
imply factors such as accessibility, usability, mobility, quality,
and accessibility of internet access and automation (self-learning
devices or software tailored to serve the consumer better and
automatically) of devicesand apps. These factors areimportant
to facilitate adherence and appropriate use of eHealth apps[57].
The questionnaire provided no insight into these factors.

Conclusions

Theresults of this study revealed that differencesin motivation
for eHedth use are most profound between different
socioeconomic populations in the Dutch society, in which
low-educated people arelikely to be disadvantaged. A successful
transition toward digital health care is a socia issue that is
dependent on the motivation to use eHealth and specific apps.
It isimperative that future studies within academia and within
the health care field focus on the motivations and needs
associated with digital health care, specificaly for low-SEP
populations. Research on the societal changes stemming from
the digital health care transition and the technical and design
studies of digital care apps in single-intervention studies are
both vital for the realization of an inclusive and comprehensive
digital health care system. If eHealth takes a predominant role
in the Dutch health care system, it might affect access and use
of health care for the citizens who need it the most. The results
of this study underscore the importance of policies aimed at
facilitating and supporting low-SEP populations in the use of
eHealth to reduce differencesin hedlth.
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