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For such an innocuous word, change often invokes a 
feeling of fear. When things have been a certain way 
for a certain amount of time, we achieve consistency; 
we grow accustomed to this consistency and the rest of 
our lives are built around it. 
 

The pandemic has been a game changer. Change is 
inevitable. Like it or not, we now truly live in a digital 
world. And in order to survive, and with intention, 
thrive, we all need to be part of this world. We need an 
inclusive digital world where all can access, not just the 
fortunate among us. We need to change how we think 
and shift our perceptions.
 

ETHOS has been a leader in our industry with online 
and hybrid/blended learning. Our first interactive, 
independent online job search workshops were 
developed for the industry in 2004. Since that time we 
have continuously evolved to working with Learning 
Management Systems (LMS) and other more recent 
tools, as we work with our Learning, Innovation and 
Technology Team to turn possibilities into reality. 
However, the stark reality is that digital access 
concerns affect us and impede progress for our clients. 
 

Attention is now being paid to these issues but much 
more needs to be done. It is up to those of us already 
working in this space to set a standard and ensure that 
others, including funders, are made aware, and step 
forward to take action.
 

Like the many social justice issues evolving as I write, 
the time is now and the responsibility rests with us.
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Overview
It is a widely accepted fact that we all need digital 
access in order to work, live and basically function in 
society. The pandemic has provided us with evidence 
that there are significant divides between the haves 
and the have nots when it comes to access. 
 

Most of the research done, and subsequent action 
taken, has been in response to worldly issues that 
were happening pre-pandemic. More recent 
research, of which is minimal, is now showing us that 
much more needs to be done, and done in a timely 
manner.
 

Tony Bates, Research Associate with Contact North, 
has been a leading voice for online learning for many 
years, and an advocate for digital access. He recently 
joined others in raising concerns about access to 
technology, as recently as January 2021. 1  Others, 
such as Daniel Stanford, have also sounded the 
alarm with respect to digital access. 2
 

While the point of this paper is not to do an 
exhaustive literature review of this topic, data from 
recent reports point to three key issues regarding 
access, namely bandwidth, data costs and lack of 
access to equipment. Furthermore, as a result of 
these issues, it has come to light that marginalized 
and Inclusion groups, and those living in rural and 
remote locations are at a serious disadvantage. 
Knowing this to be true, we cannot stand idly by and 
do nothing.
 

In response, we at ETHOS have started the process 
to rectify inequalities. We have assessed the situation 
and done our homework, producing a set of 
responsive priorities to ensure we, as an 
organization, champion the change for our industry.
________________

1.  Tony Bates, "Online learning and (k-12) schools: 2. 
Technology and cost issues" (Vancouver: Online Learning and 
Distance Education Resources, 2021).
2 . Daniel Stanford, " Videoconferencing Alternatives: How 
Low-Bandwidth Teaching Will Save Us All" (Chicago: 
IDDBlog, 2020).

Our Research

In looking for a starting point to address inequities, 
we turned to our funders, seeking to understand their 
policies and procedures regarding digital access. 
What we found was...very little. In fact, after 
querying BC and Alberta Ministries, as well as 
Service Canada and WorkSafeBC, it became clear 
that governments were paying attention to digital 
access and digital services, but only as it pertained 
to internal services. Our contacts sent us articles and 
links to sites that described what government bodies 
were doing overall, to help the masses. Even then, 
responses to issues with digital access were dated, 
not coordinated, some funding for communities was 
available if you knew how to access it, and many 
cities were working on their own response. Overall it 
was a confusing medley of solutions. And one funder 
advised that they look to their contractors to be the 
experts; a problem when they are not authorities on 
the subject.
 

No specifics were available for a Service Provider to 
glean pertinent information that could be applied to 
current day challenges. This lack of information 
meant we would have to forge our own path in order 
to make our programming inclusive, responsive and 
accessible to all people.
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Our Response

ETHOS runs a number of programs and services, 
with several different funders. Some initiatives are 
large, client varied and comprehensive, such as 
WorkBC, but most are dedicated to Inclusion groups 
and delivered as a hybrid model. It is these smaller 
contracts that have been delivered online and 
virtually during the pandemic where we knew we had 
to take a closer look. 
 

We chose two programs, one employment and one 
self-employment focused, to review and determine 
where we stood in relation to client digital access. We 
spoke with Managers and staff from these programs, 
as well as put out surveys for staff, program clients 
and overall ETHOS clients. While not an exact 
science, here is what we found:
 

Clients
80% of clients had little or moderate experience 
with online and virtual delivery
91% liked both online and virtual delivery or had 
no preference
54% preferred asynchronous learning or had no 
preference
25% had digital access issues
54% experienced ZOOM fatigue
21% live in a rural or remote location
42% identified as marginal or were not sure
Low bandwidth, insufficient data, financial 
capacity, lack of skills and no equipment were 
listed as barriers to access.

Staff:
32% of clients face barriers to digital access
47% of marginalized clients face barriers to 
access
49% of rural and remote clients face barriers to 
access
89% say we have lost clients because of access
10% of clients have left because of access issues

While we have not listed all of the data, what is 
shown clearly indicates issues with digital access, for 
both clients and staff. Note that supplementary data 
is available by request.

ETHOS Programs and Services

Our Plan

ETHOS is a partner with ASPECT in a Future Skills 
Project to address Career Practitioner competencies 
with online and virtual delivery. 3  This was an 
ETHOS initiative brought forward to ASPECT, where 
we unwittingly started our "Plan" to address digital 
access. How we deliver is one of the issues 
associated with digital access.
 

In considering next steps, we wanted to be focused 
and intentional. We developed policy and process to 
address the loan and purchase of computers for 
clients. Headsets and other related equipment are 
being provided to clients.
 

We are making space available for clients to come 
into our offices and use computers if bandwidth is an 
issue. 
 

We have shared information on free and inexpensive 
programs that clients can access for data. Staff 
continue to look at options with major providers and 
talk to other Service Providers for ideas.
 

We have hired three Instructional Design Interns, at 
our own cost, to work with our RiseUP and Rebel 
Entrepreneur Teams. They will work with program 
Subject Matter Experts (SME's) to move delivery 
from a heavy focus on synchronous, to more 
asynchronous on our LMS's, and decrease our use 
of video conferencing (ZOOM), PowerPoint and 
PDF's. Our goal is to have the first two programs 
revised by the end of summer and move onto others 
by Fall. 
 

One step at a time we are making progress.
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3. https://fsc-ccf.ca/projects/career-development-practitioners 
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Our Recommendations

The pandemic changed the world as we once saw it. Those who were nimble and prepared, quickly responded 
and were able to pivot. Others struggled to figure out next steps. And now that we have had a chance to ponder 
and reflect, we see where divides have happened and inequities have grown. 
 

Our research tells us that many individuals are struggling to access online and virtual services. Survey data in 
this paper would indicate that 25% of clients have expressed experiencing challenges with digital access. Staff 
who work with clients feel that the range is more in the neighbourhood of 32-49% for clients facing digital 
access barriers. Furthermore, 89% of staff told us that we have lost clients as a result of difficulties accessing 
technology, and 10% of clients have exited our programs. These numbers are significant.
 

We use an LMS in all programs, combined with video conferencing. We have the tools to adjust our 
programming. Virtual and online delivery are here to stay, however, those in our industry rely heavily on just 
ZOOM for virtual delivery, which we now know to be a contributing factor to the divide. PowerPoint is a 
standard tool, as is the use of PDF handout. Many organizations do not have the resources to purchase 
equipment or pay for client data. Services Providers in our industry are unaware of how tools and delivery 
methods can impact digital access for clients.
 

Governments need to take accountability for a lack of research and response. To leave these matters in the 
hands of contractors who are often ill-equipped to understand and solve these issues is fraught with peril. We 
risk losing clients to the system, as well as to systemic inequities.
 

Policy related to digital access and technology needs to be developed at all levels of government. A framework 
for delivery should be considered to guide those with little understanding. More funding for client equipment and 
Service Provider tools are other considerations. Delivery on a LMS, Content Management System (CMS) or 
related platform is a necessity, as is the need to allow more asynchronous programming. And training on digital 
skills for both contractors and clients is an absolute must. 
 

Instructional Designers hired by the government to help navigate the digital world would be a positive step, 
including having them involved in discussions relating to policy and procedure. Note that Instructional Designer 
is an occupation not currently included in National Occupational Codes (NOC).
 

The world is changing so quickly that it’s hard to keep up. Perhaps things seem more complicated now, or 
unjust and unfair. But sound planning, analyses of trends and research can help shape meaningful policies. 
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