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address underlying business models and platform 
design to prevent exploitative data gathering. Proposed 
by the European Commission in December 2020, they 
are a legislative package designed to create a safe 
digital space for users of digital services and establish 
a level playing field, both within Europe and abroad. 
Currently under negotiation, the package is expected 
to be finalised by mid-2022.xxxiv

The DMA, in particular, will establish a clear set of 
criteria that define an online platform as a ‘gatekeeper’ 
– a company that “has a strong economic position, 
significant impact on the internal market and is active 
in multiple EU countries; has a strong intermediation 
position, meaning that it links a large user base to a 
large number of businesses; has (or is about to have) 
an entrenched and durable position in the market, 
meaning that it is stable over time”.xxxv

As the EU builds up and reinforces its legal infrastructure 
to regulate the digital sphere, the EU and member 
states must also ensure that:

i.	 citizens have access to mechanisms that allow 
them to seek recourse in the event of violations of 
their digital rights; and

ii.	 citizens are aware of the recourse mechanisms 
available to them. 

If implemented effectively, the EU’s proposed 
framework of digital rights and principles could help 
raise awareness about citizens’ digital rights and build 
trust in digital. It is imperative, however, that such a 
framework goes hand-in-hand with a comprehensive 
public-awareness campaign to ensure citizens are also 
aware of the safeguards and recourse mechanisms in 
place to protect their (digital) rights.

‘‘I really, really like the Digi-ID system in the Netherlands, and I 
would like to have it in Germany as well. But I don't trust the 
technical infrastructure of Germany because, right now, the 

Covid-19 infection tracking system is a catastrophe. You have 
server crashes and data leaks and I think it just wouldn't work with 

the digital infrastructure we currently have here.

Lea, Germany
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The multiple crises – health, educational, economic and 
environmental – during the global COVID-19 pandemic 
have thrown into stark relief the vital role of digital 
technology and connectivity.

The success of Europe’s recovery, the continent’s 
chance to “build back better” and our resilience in the 
face of future challenges all depend on how Europe 
navigates the digital transition.

If we harness the potential of digital technology 
and connectivity effectively, we can build a greener, 
successful and more resilient Europe. But to achieve 
this, the public, private and civil sectors must come 
together, through strong partnerships, to deliver a 
paradigm shift.

There can be only one transition in Europe’s future: the 
green digital transition.

Policymakers and industry must work together to boost 
Europe’s connectivity and drive a transformation that 
is inclusive, sustainable and fair—and builds resilient 
communities, societies and economies. To achieve 
this, the investments flowing into digitalisation and the 
mitigation of the climate crisis through the RRF are, of 
course, necessary – but they are not sufficient. Digital 
and green policy initiatives and strategies must be 
aligned and integrated.

The EU and national governments must close regional 
infrastructure gaps and invest in enabling technologies 
that improve business productivity, growth, innovation 
and sustainability. They must foster an enabling, 
facilitative environment that encourages green 
investment and attracts and supports business and 
innovation.

Europe must progress towards a data economy, 
unleashing the benefits while ensuring a regulatory 
framework that protects businesses and citizens.

Connected people and communities must be at the 
heart of the green digital transition: citizens must be 
empowered to contribute to this paradigm shift. This 
requires levelling up access to digital infrastructure and 
ensuring that citizens are equipped with digital skills fit 
for the digital age. It also requires the implementation 
of regulatory frameworks and instruments to improve 
citizens’ trust in digital, protect citizens’ (digital) rights 
and enable citizens to make informed lifestyle and 
consumer decisions.

Today, Europe has an opportunity to build its digital 
‘brand’, one that stands for fairness, quality and 
sustainability, a brand that can contribute to the 
green digital transition and strengthen Europe’s global 
competitiveness and leadership. Everyone stands 
to gain from this: citizens, communities, businesses, 
economies.

A number of ambitious programmes and initiatives are 
under way in Europe – at the level of the EU, national 
governments and involving cross-border, cross-sector 
alliances – that can contribute to building Europe’s 
digital ‘brand’ and drive the green digital transition. This 
is a source of hope. But urgent, bold action is required 
from leaders and actors across all sectors, particularly 
in view of the climate emergency, to deliver on these 
ambitious targets, ensure accountability and rise to the 
immense challenges that we face.

We hope the insights and recommendations in this 
report will inform effective policy, inspire bold action 
and contribute to realising our vision of a successful, 
green, resilient Europe.

Conclusion
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As part of the citizen engagement component of 
Connected Europe, Friends of Europe conducted a 
series of online focus groups involving over 300 citizens 
from across 16 European countries. Participants were 
recruited from Friends of Europe’s citizen engagement 
platform, Debating Europe, and screened according 
to a range of attributes (age, gender, nationality, 
educational attainment). Participants were divided into 
two groups of equal number.

Group A was comprised of young Europeans, aged 18-
40, all of whom had attained or were currently working 
towards at least one higher education qualification.

Group B was comprised of older Europeans, aged 41+, 
none of whom had attained or were currently working 
towards any form of higher education qualification. 
We chose these two attributes (age and educational 
attainment) because both are associated with a 
greater or lesser risk of marginalisation in the context 
of globalisation.

A key takeaway from the focus groups is that citizens 
are not concerned about digitalisation as an end goal. 
Rather, they care about quality of life, and they hope 
that digitalisation can be a tool to achieve a higher 
quality of life. Issues of fairness, convenience, and 
quality were recurrent during focus group discussions.

While participants appreciated the convenience of 
digital tools, they were concerned that the transition 
would not be fair and that too many people would be 
left behind.

Successful Europe

The first series of focus groups asked citizens what they 
thought a “Successful Europe” might look like in the 
context of digitalisation. The language of fairness came 
up often during these focus groups; one participant, for 
example, thought it was not "fair" for digital companies 
to pay lower taxes by headquartering in Ireland or 
Luxembourg. Another participant did not think it was 
fair for large companies to buy up European start-ups 
so they can't scale up and become competitors. The 
language of fairness was also used in the context of 
privacy and data protection, with one participant saying 
they were not sure how much their data were "worth" 
and whether they were indeed getting a fair price for 
their data.

Of particular note, fairness came up again and again in 
terms of connectivity and digital access. 

People did not think it was fair that Internet speeds 
were slower in rural areas, or that people were being 
passed over for job opportunities if their Internet 
was not strong enough, or, indeed, if they lacked the 
digital skills to participate effectively in online life. Focus 
group participants were also worried about quality of 
life in a digital Europe; one student, for example, said 
he worried his online degree was worth less than an 
offline degree. Participants said the quality of social 
interaction felt lower online. Online activities were 
often seen as a poor substitute for offline activities.

Offsetting issues of both fairness and quality, however, 
was the factor of convenience. Participants often said 
they preferred online shopping because it was so 
much more convenient. Participants said that during 
lockdown, they missed going outside and socialising 
with large groups, but they did not miss their daily 
commute. Some participants said they really liked the 
convenience of more flexible work arrangements. One 
participant told us she cares about data privacy, but 
that the apps she worries about are just too convenient 
not to use.

Annex I
What citizens told us — 
Focus group synopsis
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Green Europe

Our second series of focus groups asked what 
Europeans thought a “Green Europe” might look like 
in practice, and what sort of lifestyle changes it might 
require. Again, concerns about fairness were recurrent. 
The question of individual change versus government 
or business behaviour change was often mentioned, 
and participants who raised this question made the 
point that it was not “fair” to place the burden of change 
too much on individuals. In response to this, however, 
some (particularly younger) participants pointed out 
that the responsibility lies with individuals to be more 
politically active in order to effect change at the level of 
government and industry.

Sustainability "fatigue" was a common theme running 
through the focus groups. Participants complained it 
was exhausting to constantly have to consider whether 
their actions were sustainable or not, and few had the 
time to properly research and calculate the impact 
of a given product or behavioural change. Several 
participants (both younger and older) were concerned 
about “greenwashing”, and said they wanted to know for 
sure if buying a more expensive product was genuinely 
going to benefit the environment. Many participants 
said they wanted clearer labelling of the environmental 
impact of products, so they wouldn’t need to think 
too much about sustainability when making purchase 
decisions.

Finally, convenience and quality were important themes. 
Economic circumstances permitting, participants were 
willing to tolerate a certain degree of inconvenience 
(e.g., a longer travel time to work, having to pay more, 
less variety) for the sake of sustainability, but nobody in 
the study was willing to compromise on quality. In fact, 
most participants hoped a “Green Europe” would entail 
a significant increase in quality (e.g., more durable 
products that last longer, citizens enjoying higher-
quality foods, a better quality of life, etc.).

Resilient Europe

Our final series of focus groups asked how we   can 
build a more “Resilient Europe” in terms of developing 
resistance to disinformation and reducing cybersecurity 
vulnerabilities. We began our focus groups by asking 
participants whether they had ever encountered 
information online (e.g., a website, video, or social 
media update) that was trying to mislead them. Several 
(younger) participants responded by giving examples 
of their (older) relatives “relentlessly” forwarding 
them disinformation about the pandemic. Younger 
participants often said they felt that older generations 
were less familiar with technology and hence more 
vulnerable to disinformation. On the other hand, 
older participants were clearly more concerned about 
freedom of speech.

When asked how they determined what information 
was trustworthy online, many participants initially 
said they regularly verified information using multiple 
trusted sources. However, when pressed further about 
how often they actually did this, participants usually 
agreed that checking multiple sources was exhausting, 
and most admitted to using 'short cuts' (particularly if 
they felt the information was less urgent or not very 
important). Some participants said they would just shut 
out information on certain topics entirely.

Most participants said they trusted official websites 
and preferred to access government services online. 
The most common complaint (particularly among older 
participants) about government services was that the 
online services were confusing to navigate and poorly 
presented. Several participants (both young and old) 
said they worried most about the competence of their 
government to deliver digital services. They liked the 
idea of e-government in principle, but did not trust 
their national government’s ability to manage ambitious 
technical projects.
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The notion of connected people and communities is central to Connected Europe’s approach, and citizens have 
played a key role in shaping the policy recommendations in this report. Our citizen-centric journey has brought 
together citizens, experts and policymakers to dig deep into issues and crowdsource solutions.

We have drawn on a range of tools and formats to connect key stakeholders and encourage debate and idea-
sharing. 

1. Setting the tone and communicating our ambition
We began the initiative with a curtain-raiser virtual roundtable discussion which aimed also to raise awareness 
about the work of Connected Europe and our objectives among key policymakers. The discussion ‘Digital: 
essential infrastructure for a green transformation’ was livestreamed to a wide audience and complemented by 
an integrated communications campaign.

 

2. Digging deep and crowdsourcing ideas 
Citizens’ concerns and priorities served as the starting point for each of the three thematic strands of Connected 
Europe – successful, green and resilient. Through Debating Europe focus groups, we canvased the opinions 
of representative groups of citizens, engaging over 300 citizens from across Europe. We then mobilised a 
multi-stakeholder network of government, institutional, private and civil sector representatives and experts to 
crowdsource solutions that address the concerns of citizens.

Each thematic strand included a working group meeting, a working paper, and a public policy debate. We have 
drawn on the ideas and insights from these activities to generate a selection of policy recommendations and key 
recommended actions. In turn, we’ve put forward these policy proposals and recommended actions to citizens 
through Debating Europe online debates.

 

3. From ideas to informing policy 
In order to take the ideas and insights garnered through Connected Europe to the next level, Friends of Europe 
has published the focus group findings and the initiative’s full set of recommendations in this final report. Our aim 
is to disseminate this report and run a promotion campaign to ensure wide- and high-reaching visibility and, we 
hope, promote the sharing and uptake of this report’s recommendations.

The online and in-person events held within the frame of Connected Europe were complemented by related 
articles by thought leaders that were published on the Friends of Europe website and  disseminated across our 
wide-reaching social media networks and via the Friends of Europe weekly newsletter.

Annex II
Methodology



39

CITIZENS
Focus

Groups

CITIZENS
Debating
Europe
Debates

EXPERTS
Working
Papers

EXPERTS
Working
Group

Meetings

MULTI-
STAKEHOLDER

AUDIENCE
Policy

Debates

CITIZENS
Focus
Group

Reports

MULTI-
STAKEHOLDER

AUDIENCE
Revised
Working
Papers



40

Setting the tone and 
communicating our ambition

Successful Europe

Green Europe

Resilient Europe

From ideas to shaping policy



41

Setting the tone and 
communicating our ambition

Successful Europe

Green Europe

Resilient Europe

From ideas to shaping policy

SUCCESSFUL

RESILIENT GREEN

CONNECTED
EUROPE



42

i “OECD Main Science and Technology Indicators”. OECD, March 2021. https://www.oecd.org/sti/msti-highlights-
march-2021.pdf
ii “Questions and answers: The Recovery and Resilience Facility”. European Commission, 10 February 2021. 
https://ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/qanda_21_481 
iii “The Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI)”. European Commission, 9 June 2021. https://digital- strategy.
ec.europa.eu/en/policies/desi
iv “Companies take action to support the green and digital transformation of the EU”. European Commission, 19 
March 2021. https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/news/companies-take-action-support-green-and-digital-
transformation-eu
v “EU Taxonomy for Sustainable Activities?” https://ec.europa.eu/info/business-economy-euro/banking-and-
finance/sustainable-finance/eu-taxonomy-sustainable-activities_en 
vi “A Green and Digital Transformation of the EU”. Government of Portugal, 
19 March 2021. https://www.portugal.gov.pt/download-ficheiros/ficheiro.
aspx?v=%3D%3DBQAAAB%2BLCAAAAAAABAAzNDQxMwMAT7AwdwUAAAA%3D 
vii “Shaping digitalisation for humans and the environment”. German Federal Ministry for the Environment, Nature 
Conservation and Nuclear Safety, February 2020. https://www.bmu.de/fileadmin/Daten_BMU/Download_PDF/
Digitalisierung/digitalagenda_policy_paper_en_bf.pdf 
viii “Commission staff working document: identifying Europe’s recovery needs”. European Commission, 27 May 
2020. https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/default/files/economy-finance/assessment_of_economic_and_investment_
needs.pdf 
ix “Questions and Answers: European Green Bonds Regulation”. European Commission, 6 July 2021. https://
ec.europa.eu/commission/presscorner/detail/en/QANDA_21_3406 
x “Platform on Sustainable Finance”. European Commission, accessed 7 September 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/
info/business-economy-euro/banking-and-finance/sustainable-finance/overview-sustainable-finance/platform-
sustainable-finance_en 
xi “Europe’s Digital Decade: digital targets for 2030”. European Commission, accessed 7 September 2021. 
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-
targets-2030_en 
xii “ICT specialists in employment”. Eurostat, July 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.
php?title=ICT_specialists_in_employment 
xiii “Europe, Middle East and Africa (EMEA) Private Business Survey 2019”. PWC, 2019. https://www.pwc.com/
epbs2019 
xiv “TALIS 2018 Results (Volume I): Teachers and School Leaders as Lifelong Learners”. OECD, 19 June 2019. 
https://www.oecd.org/education/talis-2018-results-volume-i-1d0bc92a-en.htm 
xv “Digital Education Action Plan (2021-2027)”. European Commission, accessed 7 September 2021. https://
ec.europa.eu/education/education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan_en 
xvi “The Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI)”.
xvii “Digital Education Hub”. European Commission, accessed 7 September 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/education/
education-in-the-eu/digital-education-action-plan/european-digital-education-hub_en 

Endnotes



43

Image credits 

Unsplash — Pages 7,8,23

BigStock — Pages 17,19,27,29,32

xviii “These are the top 10 job skills of tomorrow – and how long it takes to learn them”. World Economic Forum, 
21 October 2020. https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/10/top-10-work-skills-of-tomorrow-how-long-it-takes-
to-learn-them/ 
xix “Europe’s Digital Decade: digital targets for 2030”.
xx “Europe now has 70 startup unicorns”. Sifted, 10 May 2021. https://sifted.eu/articles/europe-unicorns-2021/ 
xxi “Number of global unicorns in 2021, by country”. Statista, 23 April 2021. https://www.statista.com/
statistics/1096928/number-of-global-unicorns-by-country/ 
xxii “European Digital Innovation Hubs”. European Commission, 20 September 2021. https://digital-strategy.
ec.europa.eu/en/activities/edihs 
xxiii “The Global Competitiveness Report”. World Economic Forum, 2020. http://www3.weforum.org/docs/WEF_
TheGlobalCompetitivenessReport2020.pdf
xxiv “Gender Smart Financing Investing In & With Women: Opportunities for Europe”. European Commission, July 
2020. https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/files/economy-finance/dp129_en.pdf 
xxv “Gender pay gap statistics”. Eurostat, February 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-explained/index.
php?title=Gender_pay_gap_statistics 
xxvi “All Hands In? Making Diversity Work for All”. OECD, 2020. https://www.oecd-ilibrary.org/sites/5f8c1531-en/
index.html?itemId=/content/component/5f8c1531-en 
xxvii “European data strategy”. European Commission, accessed 24 September. https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/
priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/european-data-strategy_en#data-governance 
xxviii “European data strategy”.
xxix “Global Digital Operations Study 2018”. PWC, 2018. https://www.pwc.nl/nl/assets/documents/pwc-global-
digital-operations-study-digital-champions-2018.pdf
xxx “Vodafone IoT Barometer 2019”. Vodafone, February 2019. https://www.vodafone.com/business/news-and-
insights/white-paper/vodafone-iot-barometer-2019 
xxxi “Realising the economic potential of machine-generated, nonpersonal data in the EU”. Deloitte, July 2018. 
https://www.vodafone.com/content/dam/vodcom/files/public-policy/Realising_the_potential_of_IoT_data_report_
for_Vodafone.pdf
xxxii “Fake News and Disinformation Online”. Eurobarometer, March 2018. https://europa.eu/eurobarometer/
surveys/detail/2183 
xxxiii https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/cybersecurity-strategy; https://digital-strategy.ec.europa. eu/
en/policies/european-approach-artificial-intelligence; https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/ online-
disinformation
xxxiv “The Digital Services Act package”. European Commission, 2 September 2021. https://digital-strategy.
ec.europa.eu/en/policies/digital-services-act-package 
xxxv “The Digital Markets Act: ensuring fair and open digital markets”. European Commission, accessed 8 
September 2021. https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/digital-markets-
act-ensuring-fair-and-open-digital-markets_en



44

A digital brand for a just transition

Autumn 2021 — Report

Friends of Europe
Connect. Debate. Change.
 
+32 2 893 98 18
info@friendsofeurope.org
Square de Meeûs 5-6, B-1000 Brussels
friendsofeurope.org


