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Abstract – This study draws upon research that re-
ports on an inadequate uptake of digital technologies 
by businesses in remote rural areas of the UK. It 
recognises the specific context of rural communities 
and associated rural businesses that are at a disad-
vantage because of the limited economic opportuni-
ties and infrastructure, commonplace in such settings. 
The study is grounded in the current literature relat-
ing to rural entrepreneurship. In addition, it utilises a 
framework for understanding community-based en-
terprises in less developed nations of the world as a 
method by which to examine analogous phenomena in 
rural Britain. This interdisciplinary work provides a 
detailed understanding of the agency and cooperation 
of rural community enterprises in relation to local 
citizens and small businesses. It is used to facilitate 
the design and introduction of digital tools (Internet-
based applications, computer-based applications, and 
mobile-based applications) that contribute to both the 
viability and vitality of rural businesses. 
Preliminary results suggest that the enablers and 
constraints related to the use of digital technologies 
can be attributed to the rural context on the one 
hand, and to the operational and organisational char-
acteristics of rural businesses on the other. 1Further-
more, specific business organisations, like communi-
ty-based enterprises, play key role in local develop-
ment and change and thus represent an important 
contextual feature in a strategy for digital technology 
design and development.  
 

INTRODUCTION 
The underdevelopment of infrastructure is a persis-
tent disadvantage in rural Britain that has been 
observed in relation to the outreach and use of digi-
tal technologies (Mid Wales Partnership, 2007). More 
recent studies have also found a lower uptake of 
digital technologies by small businesses, as well as 
an increasing adoption for entertainment uses 
(CDW, 2009; Ofcom, 2010). Furthermore, previous 
works point to the potential of digital technologies to 
enhance small business performance and viability 
(for example, Parker and Castleman, 2007). Howev-
er, research focusing on the way to achieve this 
from a business perspective has been scarce. Thus 
the focus of this research is to identify and discuss 
the key organisational and contextual characteristics 
of rural enterprises that can be used in order to 
inform the development and deployment of digital 
tools for small businesses in a rural context. This 
paper is part of the larger Scaling the Rural enter-
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prise research project which takes a user-led partici-
patory approach to technology design. 
 

METHODOLOGY 
Ethnographic and ethnomethodologically-

informed design (Crabtree et al., 2012) approaches 
were employed in order to carry out the empirical 
investigation (Chamberlain et al., 2012). We focused 
on the community of a market town in rural Wales 
where multiple interviews were conducted with local 
community enterprise initiators, small business own-
ers, local government and other associated stake-
holders (see Chamberlain et al., 2013 for a fuller 
appreciation of applying and adapting different ap-
proaches in this context). As well as the local pro-
duce market examined by Chamberlain et al. 
(2012), a community-based enterprise emerged as a 
key organisation with an important social and eco-
nomic role for both citizens and small businesses in 
the community. Data relating to agency and cooper-
ation were collected to examine the process of en-
terprise start-up and operation. They were analysed 
through interpretivist techniques (Leitch et al., 
2010). Links, relationships and interactions between 
rural community members, small businesses and 
local community enterprises were analysed to fur-
ther explicate the appropriate areas for technical 
intervention and design.  
 

RESULTS 
The framework for the analysis and understanding of 
community-based enterprises (Peredo and Chris-
man, 2006) revealed several key characteristics of 
these organisations that have implications as ena-
blers or constraints for the development and de-
ployment of digital tools.  

Among the different objectives of the community 
enterprise was: to contribute to the rural community 
regeneration, by supporting local independent busi-
nesses. This was enhanced by a set of shared com-
munity-centred values that prioritised the fulfilment 
of community needs. This was associated with spe-
cific agency based on cooperation with local small 
businesses in terms of: creation of infrastructure and 
provision of improved Internet access; improving the 
promotion of local products and outreach to custom-
ers, where the community enterprise provides the 
opportunity for promotion at a larger scale that 
allows using a more technology-intense means of 
promotion.  
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The enterprise has been created through entrepre-
neurial and business management skills provided 
from within the community. Evidence has also sug-
gested the existence of a strategic compilation of a 
portfolio of skills (including technology-related) with-
in the community enterprise. These have an ena-
bling role through the availability of expert skills and 
knowledge that can implement and / or support 
digital technology deployment. 

Unlike an individually owner-managed small busi-
ness, the community-based enterprise was not a key 
source of living for any of its members. However, it 
has provided a meta-level facility for small business-
es to exist by: 
- Improving the business environment via main-

taining and further developing the infrastructure 
supporting existing market channels; 

- Enabling the development of new market chan-
nels for local producers to access consumers. 

 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 

This research suggested a pathway to enhancing 
rural community resilience through community-
based rural enterprises using digital technology-
based tools that can contribute to the support and 
development of local small businesses. An analysis 
of the data provided a better understanding of the 
specific enablers and constraints in regard to the use 
of such digital tools by rural small businesses and 
community-based enterprises. It suggested two key 
roles of community enterprises with respect to the 
development of digital tools and their ‘take up’. 
Firstly, they support marketing and promotion activi-
ties that are readily enhanced by digital tools. Sec-
ondly, they have a role as gatekeepers; as adminis-
trators of technological facilities that become availa-
ble to a number of small business users.  

The community enterprise facilitated cooperation 
between small businesses in the locality through a 
set of shared aims and values. This provides the 
foundations for the development of a common web-
based digital platform (currently in development) 
that can enhance the relationship between small 
businesses and their consumers, and is in line with 
the findings reported by Okamoto (2008) from his 
studies in rural Japan.  

Using predominantly self-financing and human 
capital resources means that additional initiatives, 
including technologically based propositions can be 
implemented and supported in a ‘bottom up’ man-
ner. This is also in line with evidence, which sug-
gests that a high cost in terms of time and resources 
decreases the usefulness of more complex techno-
logical solutions.  

Drawing on our findings about the community en-
terprise organisation this research has provided a 
set of useful implications for design for the possible 
routes that may be taken for a technological inter-
vention. Specific organisational characteristics, like 
community business objectives, for example, can 
facilitate the creation of conditions for higher digital 
technological uptake through supporting the availa-
bility, infrastructure and necessity for training. The 

results suggested that digital technological develop-
ment and use can be integrated into wider develop-
mental frameworks for satisfying the different levels 
of community and business development needs.  

Interdisciplinarity represents the main signifi-
cance of this research. Outcomes from studying a 
community enterprise start-up and operation are 
used to inform a strategy for technological develop-
ment and deployment.  
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