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Abstract

Based on four illustrative case studies from the Netherlands, this paper 

discusses learning experiences gained from rural broadband initiatives. 

As an example of ‘the big society’ (or ‘participatiesamenleving’ in Dutch), 

initiatives try to step in where the market and the government fail. The main 

struggle seems to be negotiating between market and government interests, 

while simultaneously safeguarding local interests. Many challenges and 

frustrations arise from counter-tactics on the part of national market players, 

and governmentality-inspired actions of regional and local authorities. Local 

capacity – such as social, intellectual, and financial capital – proves to be 

crucial in negotiating external influences, but it is easily overburdened. 

Case studies show that volunteer burnout is a risk that potentially has a 

high impact. Despite neoliberal agendas and community-led development 

schemes that promote citizen initiatives, it remains challenging for 

communities to reclaim control over their digital futures. Members of the 

initiatives have to learn and professionalize in order to stand their ground 

in a competitive and complex broadband market, but this learning element 

seems to be only a by-product of the process towards achieving the 

tangible result for rural development, that is, high-speed broadband access. 
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2006; Bosworth et al., 2015; Bock, 2016). Over 

recent decades, rural development has been 

recast as a process, where actions are based 

on local conditions and local needs rather 

than following an earlier mainstream hegem-

ony of external interventions to overcome 

inherent disadvantages (Van der Ploeg and 

Van Dijk, 1996; Terluin, 2003). This has seen 

a number of initiatives that have enabled 

rural communities and businesses to pursue 

alternative forms of local development that 

are based on local resources and are firmly 

rooted in their localities. One example of this 

is the European LEADER approach, which 

exemplifies such ‘bottom-up’ thinking (EU 

Court of Auditors, 2010; Bosworth et al., 

2015) and has empowered local actors to 

create and invest in projects to benefit local 

businesses, community activities, and envi-

ronmental conditions (Furmankiewicz et al., 

2010; Bosworth et al., 2015). While such ap-

proaches grant a significant degree of control 

to local actors, their effectiveness also relies 

on networks that encompass extra-local ac-

tors and institutions too. This characterizes 

the theory of neo-endogenous development, 

which is not only based on local resources 

and local participation but is also character-

ized by dynamic interactions between local 

areas and their wider environments, especial-

ly in order to tap into resources that are not 

available locally (Lee et al., 2005; Gkartzios 

and Scott, 2014).

Members of rural broadband initiatives 

negotiate power relations with a number of 

external institutions, both private and public 

sectors, while at the same time representing 

local demands for better digital connectivity. 

The initiatives can be seen as neo-endoge-

nous constructs in the rural development 

process. As Shucksmith (2010) notes, rural 

5.1 
Introduction 

Neoliberal economic philosophy has seen 

more remote rural areas excluded from fast-

er broadband connections, as market forces 

lead private companies to focus their atten-

tion on urban centers and larger clusters of 

dwellings where profitability is greatest (Ma-

lecki, 2003; Townsend et al., 2013; Salemink 

et al., 2015a). Many rural communities 

have lost confidence in market players and 

governments closing the urban-rural divide. 

As a response to market and regulatory fail-

ures, many communities have formed initi-

atives to take matters into their own hands 

(Salemink and Strijker, 2015). Neoliberal 

agendas and community-led development 

schemes are, in fact promoting these forms 

of community initiatives as a replacement 

for public action (Ministry of Economic 

Affairs, 2012; Bock, 2016). 

The initiatives primarily focus on getting 

rural communities connected to high-quality 

broadband, yet in an ideological sense they 

also try to reclaim control over their digital 

futures. Rural broadband initiatives are not 

unique in this regard, since similarities can 

be drawn with other citizen initiatives in 

healthcare or community transport, where 

they form part of a broader developmental 

trajectory (Bock, 2016) and promote citizen 

engagement (Ashmore et al., 2015; Uitermark, 

2015). Based on four illustrative case studies 

from the Netherlands, this paper discusses 

the progress, struggles, and lessons of these 

rural communities in reclaiming control. 

This reclaiming of control is reflected in 

the academic debate on rural development, 

more specifically, the debate on neo-endog-

enous development (Ward et al., 2005; Ray, 
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In light of the debates on rural development 

and neo-endogenous development, we will 

discuss the extent to which communities 

are able to conduct enterprises that are 

commonly – under regular market condi-

tions or extensive welfare-state regulation 

– conducted by professional organizations, 

such as market players (telecommunications 

To answer these questions, we present four 

cases from the Netherlands, which we have 

studied over a longer period: Stichting Old-

ambt Verbindt, ECO-Oostermoer, Glasvezel 

Buitenaf/Cogas, and SallandGlas. Because 

of the long-term nature of the study, we were 

able to monitor progress and delay, and also 

observe how the initiatives dealt with this. 

knowledge (Table 5.1). This is needed largely 

because interactions and negotiations arise 

with new actors and stakeholders who – 

sometimes unwittingly – influence the initi-

ative’s development. Learning, therefore, is a 

crucial aspect of rural broadband initiatives, 

and it is expected that the explanation of an 

initiative’s degree of success lies in its learn-

ing capacity. The main research question of 

this paper is then: To what extent can leaders 

of rural broadband initiatives learn to negoti-

ate between local expectations, market com-

petition, and government policy issues? And, 

regarding the initiatives’ ideological origin, 

how do they try to maintain control over their 

initiative, its goals, and its activities?

development is increasingly disintegrating, 

leading to greater negotiation between 

competing external and local discourses. 

This creates challenges for coordinated local 

action. The narrowed focus on one single 

issue – rural broadband initiatives – in this 

research allows for a deeper conceptualiza-

tion of this new network dynamic emerging 

under such specific circumstances.

Salemink and Strijker (2015) have shown 

that starting, running, and maintaining a 

rural broadband initiative is not a straight-

forward enterprise; it requires advanced 

knowledge, competencies, and continuous 

learning. Every new stage of rural broadband 

deployment requires new capacities and 

Table 5.1 | Eight stages of rural broadband deployment, based on Salemink and Strijker (2015)

Stage 1: Incentive Recognition of the problem, i.e. poor broadband provision

Stage 2: Familiarization Introduction to the actors and issues of rural broadband deployment

Stage 3: Inventory of demand Assessing the potential demand in the target area

Stage 4: Campaigning Campaigning in order to reach the target percentage of subscribers

Stage 5: Bundling demand Formally bundling the demand (subscriptions) and forming the 
business case

Stage 6: Tendering and contracting Composing a tender based on the business case and formally 
contracting a company for the deployment

Stage 7: Construction and commissioning Process management of the construction as the commissioning party

Stage 8: Management and maintenance Managing the network (cooperative) and outsourcing the maintenance 
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business case (Sadowski et al., 2009; Cambi-

ni and Jiang, 2009; Salemink et al., 2015a). 

With the organization of advanced econ-

omies moving evermore towards “digital 

by default” (Mariën et al., 2016), high-speed 

broadband is regarded as a prerequisite for 

people’s access to education and informa-

tion, e-health, recreational purposes, and 

entrepreneurial and (agro)business activities 

(Townsend et al., 2015). The availability, adop-

tion, and use of high-speed Internet all pro-

mote and improve these activities, but, above 

all, the absence of Internet connectivity leads 

to the perpetuation of social and economic 

disadvantages (Malecki, 2010; Townsend 

et al., 2013; Salemink et al., 2015a). At the 

start of the twenty-first century, academia 

already pointed out the potential of rural 

broadband for overcoming physical dis-

tance and deprivation of service provision. 

Since then, however, the urban-rural divide 

has increased, and it is expected that the 

digital divide between urban and rural 

areas will persist. Townsend et al. conclude, 

“there is still much work to be done before 

the divide truly narrows” (2013: 592). Not all 

technologies for supplying superfast services 

are available in rural areas, and for the usual 

technology (copper telephone lines) the aver-

age line length from the exchange (cabinet) 

to the end-user’s premises tends to be long in 

rural areas, resulting in increased signal loss 

and lower ADSL2 speeds (Lemstra, 2015). Fur-

thermore, improvements and innovation in 

networks generally take place in urban areas 

first, because of the potential for making 

aprofit there. Market economy dynamics thus 

destines rural areas to having to catch up 

companies) or governments (utility compa-

nies). Moreover, the case studies enable us 

to ascertain how much community-led or 

bottom-up entities can take on and, in turn, 

how much community-led initiative gov-

ernments and market players want or will 

allow for. As many scholars have recently 

concluded, in the development towards the 

‘big society’ or the ‘participation society’ 

there are no prescribed roles or default 

settings for the actors involved (Shucksmith, 

2010; Bosworth et al., 2015; Uitermark, 2015; 

Bock, 2016). Rural broadband initiatives can 

help us understand how this development 

evolves. 

5.2 

Rural broadband and the 
rural penalty

5.2.1  

The initial loss of control and  

falling behind

Research, policy, and rural residents all state 

that sufficient broadband access is a key 

condition for social and economic develop-

ments, but it is nevertheless lacking in many 

rural regions (Malecki, 2003; Townsend 

et al., 2013; European Commission, 2013). 

Rural areas are poorly served by markets 

in general, framed by Malecki as ‘the rural 

penalty’ (2003: 201). Poor broadband availa-

bility has become one aspect of this penalty. 

In rural areas, there is too little potential 

for profit, mainly because deployment is too 

costly and only a few potential subscribers 

can be reached with the cables, meaning 

that it is difficult for providers to achieve the 

minimum threshold for forming a sound 
2. In most cases, ADSL is the single available fixed technology in 
rural areas (Lemstra, 2015)
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above all, excluded from the forefront of digi-

tal developments.

Many scholars thus expect that the 

urban-rural digital divide will persist in 

northern and western European countries, 

in spite of various policy agendas at the 

European and national levels seeking to 

promote rural digital connectivity. Many 

of these policies – such as the European 

Digital Agenda and the national plans for 

reaching the ‘2020 goals’ – stem from the 

debates on regulatory issues and regional 

development. Hence, improved broadband 

connectivity is viewed, from an economic 

perspective, as a key driver for innovation 

and growth (European Commission, 2013; 

2014; Lemstra and Melody, 2015), while the 

broader social and environmental impacts 

of broadband commonly take a back stage. 

This potentially misses the overlap between 

issues such as better education and quality 

of life – in fact, the facilitating of everyday 

life – and the associated increase in eco-

nomic prosperity. Furthermore, focusing 

on growth can deflect attention away from 

the equally pressing need to reduce decline 

and marginalization in more peripheral 

rural areas (Milbourne and Kitchen, 2014; 

Bock, 2016).  

In this paper, on the other hand, we 

emphasize that increased broadband con-

nectivity and usage can redress economic 

decline and empower people to deal with its 

consequences (LaRose et al., 2011; Townsend 

et al., 2015). Potentially, digital connectivity 

could help to overcome the challenges of 

remoteness (Milbourne and Kitchen, 2014), 

but this is not possible with the current data 

infrastructure, which instead exacerbates 

locational disparities (LaRose et al., 2007; 

Townsend et al., 2013). In many rural areas 

with urban areas, leaving rural communities 

at a disadvantage, and thus making rural 

areas an unattractive locality for living and 

doing business (Salemink et al., 2015a).

5.2.2  

Reclaiming control and the need for 

community action

National and federal governments are 

struggling to find solutions to ‘the rural 

broadband penalty’ (Cambini and Jiang, 

2009; Salemink et al., 2015a; Lemstra, 2015). 

The prevailing free-market rationale of the 

last few decades has left governments with 

limited power and possibilities to solve the 

problem. As an outcome of national, federal, 

and European legislation, the interests of 

market parties take the leading role when 

it comes to stimulating investment and 

provision. In fear of legal and/or financial 

repercussions, governments are wary of 

coming into conflict with telecommunica-

tion companies over programs and policies 

that go against market interests (see also 

Sadowski et al., 2009; Nucciarelli et al., 2010; 

Lemstra and Melody, 2015). 

Cambini and Jiang (2009) provide an 

overview of research on different state-led 

programs to promote broadband provision 

in general, and their analysis reveals cautious 

approaches by governments. If telecommuni-

cation companies perceive that governments 

or related institutions are disturbing their 

market activities, they often take a defensive 

approach towards these non-market parties. 

Moreover, recent work by Lemstra and 

Melody (2015) shows that, overall, policy and 

regulation measures to stimulate broadband 

availability in rural areas have not solved the 

problem of the urban-rural digital divide. 

This leaves rural communities waiting and, 
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tall, 2008; Skerratt and Steiner, 2013; Munoz 

et al., 2014; Bosworth et al., 2015). As a corol-

lary of this, the debate increasingly focuses 

on the shortcomings of rural communities, 

as opposed to the image of the rural idyll, 

in which rural communities are pictured as 

a cohesive unity without conflict, struggle, 

or mechanisms of exclusion (Skerratt and 

Steiner, 2013; Johansen and Chandler, 2015). 

Despite the uniting force of a shared and 

common problem – such as a lack of broad-

band in the case of this paper – the rural 

should be viewed in its full complex context. 

The rural is a diverse spatial entity that 

includes many different social groups and 

stakeholders with both internal (or local) 

and external relations (Lee et al., 2005; 

Woods, 2007; Barrett, 2014). This diverse 

set of elements can cohere around a spe-

cific common problem but are just as easily 

in conflict when a different issue is at hand. 

In other words, the network of actors and 

the extent to which they cooperate depends, 

among other things, on the issue at hand. 

This view chimes with the theory of 

Neo-endogenous Development (NED), which 

concerns the interplay between local and 

external actors and networks (Bosworth et 

al., 2015) where “economic and other devel-

opment activity are reoriented to valorise 

and exploit local resources” (Ray, 2003: 2). 

In such mixed exogenous/endogenous rural 

development approaches, “local policy mak-

ers and entrepreneurs are the main actors…

[but]…often encouragement from upper 

administrative levels or other external actors, 

such as development agencies and univer-

sities, will be required” (Terluin, 2003: 343). 

NED highlights the significance of power 

relations within and between networks, and 

Shucksmith (2010: 4) eloquently notes that, 

throughout Europe, including in the Nether-

lands, residents have decided that they can 

no longer wait for the market to serve them. 

They are setting up campaigns and initiatives 

for achieving improved broadband connectiv-

ity, uniting those who live, work, and produce 

in remote and poorly served locations (Sa-

lemink and Strijker, 2015). 

We argue that these initiatives should 

be viewed as part of a broader trend, in 

which rural development becomes more 

dependent on “civic self-reliance and self-or-

ganisation due to austerity measures and 

state withdrawal” (Bock, 2016: 1). This is, in 

turn, related to broader debates on ‘the big 

society’, or in the Dutch case ‘the participa-

tion society’ (participatiesamenleving). In 

the Netherlands, more is expected of citizen 

engagement, with many governmental policy 

agendas calling upon ‘civil society’ as a re-

source for achieving policy goals (Uitermark, 

2015). What is questionable, though, is to 

what extent communities are willing, capa-

ble, and eventually enabled to live up to these 

high expectations. In this light, rural broad-

band initiatives serve as suitable examples 

for studying the possibilities and limitations 

of the Dutch ‘participation society’. 

5.3 
A cohesive and connected 
countryside?

The current debate on rural development 

stresses the complex character of communi-

ties and, thus, the complexities of commu-

nity-led rural development. Recently, several 

scholars have questioned the somewhat 

simplistic view of community-led initiatives 

as being a panacea for rural problems (Shor-
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these concepts characterize the emergence 

of NED theory.

Having established that rural development 

can be stimulated from within a local area, 

NED must also be examined with reference 

to rural areas being part of a network society 

(Castells, 2005), where mobilities (Urry, 2007) 

and interdependencies (Woods, 2007; Lichter 

and Brown, 2011) pervade. Woods (2007: 491) 

indicates that globalization has created a 

new rural geography “constituted by multiple 

shifting, tangled and dynamic networks 

connecting rural to rural and rural to urban”, 

but this is unevenly distributed across rural 

space. Therefore, as with resource-rich and 

resource-poor rural areas, we also see ine-

qualities between those rural areas that have 

the capacity to interact favorably with global 

networks, while others are subjected to more 

external influences and action. Building con-

nectivity and networking capacity once again 

appears key to rural development potential 

(Roberts and Townsend, 2015).

The economic growth opportunities that 

can be derived from increased connectedness 

have been well documented, including com-

petitiveness gains from reduced transactions 

costs, stronger labor markets and informa-

tion flows, and increased exporting potential 

(McCann, 2011). There is a risk that globaliza-

tion might introduce tougher competition to 

local economies (Cumming and Johan, 2010), 

and it has been associated with increased 

corporate concentration, for example in 

traditional production sectors (Woods, 2007). 

However, research has also shown that inter-

national import networks can be a vehicle 

for the inflow of knowledge and technology 

from abroad, and a stimulus for new ideas 

conducive to the renewal and upgrading of 

a region’s export sector (Malecki, 2010; An-

rather than having “power over” rural areas, 

a scenario where institutions provide rural 

territories with the “power to” promote local 

development is preferable.

Many of the causes of rural change 

originate from outside the rural area alto-

gether (Cloke, 1996); so for development to 

be achievable from within, actors need to be 

connected to valuable networks offering ac-

cess to innovation, financial resources, learn-

ing, and new markets (Terluin, 2003). This 

does not mean that all of the development 

originates from outside the local area, but 

new ideas and opportunities can be co-cre-

ated through network interactions. From 

an economic perspective, Solow and Swan’s 

growth function states that ceteris paribus 

growth in a closed economy requires “tech-

nological progress” to increase the capital/

labor ratio, and this “technological pro-

gress” is seen as an external factor requir-

ing exogenous investment (Vazquez-Barque-

ro, 2006). In so far as broadband technology 

is ’brought into’ rural areas by exogenous 

businesses this may be true, but a number 

of other actors play key roles: businesses 

and community organizations create 

demand, social innovators seek alternative 

solutions on the supply side, and local poli-

cy groups engage in negotiations to address 

inequalities (Salemink and Strijker, 2015). 

From a contemporary regional development 

perspective, the classical model overlooks 

two essential factors. First, new social and 

economic theories argue that growth can 

occur from innovation, learning, and the 

development of human and social capital 

within groups and regions (Capello et al., 

2011). Second, regions do not function as 

closed economies, but instead they are 

interconnected (Castells, 2005). Together, 
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such mobile and interconnected spaces.

In Table 5.2, we present an overview of 

how NED has developed from exogenous 

models, through endogenous models of 

development (Ward et al., 2005; Gkartzios 

and Scott, 2014; Bosworth et al., 2015). In the 

column with neo-endogenous development, 

we stress the key elements – in bold – which 

are relevant in analyzing rural broadband 

initiatives. 

dersson et al., 2013). Connected and porous 

communities can also benefit from human 

capital inflows, including entrepreneurial 

in-migration (Stockdale, 2006; Atterton, 2007; 

Bosworth, 2010), social capital accrual (Put-

nam, 2000), and access to opportunity-rich 

business networks, which are increasingly 

supported by digital networks (Lin, 2001). 

The interplay of the local and the extra-local, 

which is at the heart of NED, is crystallized in 

Table 5.2 | The principles of exogenous, endogenous, and neo-endogenous development, adapted from Ward et al.  
 (2005), Gkartzios and Scott (2014), and Bosworth et al. (2015

Exogenous development Endogenous development Neo-endogenous develop-
ment

Key principle Economies of scale & con-
centration

Harnessing local (natural, 
human, & cultural) resources 
for sustainable development

Maximizing the value of local 
resources; competitiveness 
based on local assets

Dynamic force Urban growth poles (drivers 
exogenous to rural areas)

Local initiative & enterprise
Local demand

Networks of local actors 
connected to external 
influences

Functions of
rural areas

Producing food & primary 
products for urban econo-
mies

Diverse service economies Diverse production and 
service economy
Interdependent – urban 
demand remains critical 
for services and traditional 
sectors alike

Major rural
development 
problems

Low productivity & periph-
erality

Limited capacity of areas/
groups to participate in eco-
nomic activity

The “Rural Penalty”
Connectivity and capacity 
for participation in networks

Focus of rural 
development

Agricultural modernization Capacity-building (skills, 
institutions, infrastructure); 
overcoming exclusion

Local empowerment

Holistic approach to include 
local empowerment, capac-
ity-building, overcoming 
exclusion, adding value to 
local resources, enhancing 
connectivity, and promoting 
innovation
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this. For the other three, we conducted one 

specific in-depth interview each. The inter-

views had two main objectives. First, to check 

the validity of the authors’ 8-stage model, 

which serves as a guidance tool for the 

analysis of this paper (Table 5.1: Salemink 

and Strijker, 2015). This in turn enabled us 

to meet our second and more important 

objective, namely gaining more insights into 

why some specific stages cause initiatives to 

stall or even fail. The interviewees were asked 

to point out which stages they experienced as 

being relatively easy or difficult to progress 

through, and to give reasons for this. 

In addition to these main building blocks, 

the analysis of policy documents and back-

ground documents – either from official 

governmental bodies or from the initiatives 

themselves – added to the understanding of 

the process and progress of rural broadband 

initiatives. This included provincial and 

municipal policy documents, business case 

scenarios, vision statements, and a news 

archive. Together, these documents added to 

the understanding of how the initiatives de-

veloped and how they were connected to – or 

were embedded in – wider developments. 

5.4 
Methodology

5.4.1  

Data collection

As a spin-off of contract research for the 

Province of Groningen (2011-2013 and 2014-

2015) and the Dutch Ministry of Economic 

Affairs (2015-ongoing), we were able to ob-

serve the rise of rural broadband initiatives 

in the Netherlands. One of the main results 

of this was the creation of a national data-

base of rural broadband initiatives, which 

provides an overview of the Dutch rural 

broadband landscape (see also Salemink 

and Strijker [2015] for a macro level study 

on this). This paper, on the other hand, 

deals with an in-depth study of the everyday 

practices of four ongoing initiatives: Sticht-

ing Oldambt Verbindt, ECO-Oostermoer, 

Glasvezel Buitenaf (Cogas), and SallandGlas. 

The data collection for this paper was 

carried out from January 2012 until January 

2016. The analysis in this paper is based prin-

cipally on two main building blocks. In the 

first building block, we observed the devel-

opments of four rural broadband initiatives 

over a longer period of time. The timespan of 

these observations and the level of informa-

tion varied per initiative (see Table 5.3), yet in 

all four cases the participants allowed us to 

obtain detailed insight – from their perspec-

tive – into the everyday practice of developing, 

running, and maintaining a rural broadband 

initiative. 

The second building block for this paper 

consists of in-depth interviews with leading 

figures in the initiatives. For Stichting 

Oldambt Verbindt, we interviewed several 

participants on several occasions, because 

the timespan of the observations allowed for 
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public debate on rural broadband 3 the 

authors also played a role in shaping – or at 

least critiquing – policies at various levels. 

For this paper, though, the main outcome 

of this working relation is that it made it pos-

sible on numerous occasions to gain detailed 

insights into the everyday process of running 

a rural broadband initiative. Such detailed 

insights – for example on how decision-mak-

ing takes place, or on how disputes arose and 

were resolved – are not easily gained from 

interviews or document analysis.

5.4.2  

Positionality

Two of the authors have established working 

relations with the initiative participants. 

This is evident, for example, from presenta-

tions made at public meetings or board 

meetings, and regular e-mail and phone 

contact throughout the periods indicated in 

Table 5.3. Sometimes this contact included 

recommendations, for example, on how to 

strategically respond to policy measures. 

Moreover, one of the authors is a member of 

the advisory board of ECO-Oostermoer. As 

academics who participate in the national 
3. Two of the authors have appeared in several national and 
regional media items as experts on rural broadband

Table 5.3 | Overview of the available data on the four initiatives 

Initiative
(Province)

Period of Observations Activities and Events 
(attended by or 
participated in by the 
authors)

Background Documents

Stichting Oldambt 
Verbindt

(Groningen)

Mix of public/semi-
public and community 
organizations, interest 
groups

January 2012-January 2016 Board meetings 
Meetings and interviews 
with individual participants 
Presentations 
Media items 
Phone conversations 
E-mail conversations

Vision statement
Business case scenarios
Provincial and municipal 
policy documents
News archive

ECO-Oostermoer

(Drenthe)

Bottom-up community 
initiative

February 2013-January 2016 Board meetings
Meetings and interviews 
with individual participants 
Phone conversations 
E-mail conversations

Business case scenarios
Provincial and municipal 
policy documents
News archive

Glasvezel Buitenaf

(Overijssel)

Regional market player, 
partly municipal-owned

April 2014-January 2016 Meetings and interviews 
with individual participants
Phone conversations
E-mail conversations

Vision statement
Business case scenarios
Provincial policy documents
News archive

SallandGlas

(Overijssel)

Bottom-up community 
initiative

March 2015-January 2016 Meetings and interviews 
with individual participants
Presentations
Media items
Phone conversations
E-mail conversations

Business case scenarios
Provincial and municipal 
policy documents
News archive
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potential customers, potential funders, and 

construction companies. Hence, networking 

and expectation management become more 

complex throughout the process, making it 

more demanding.

5.5.2  

High hopes in Stage 2: Familiarization 

The four case studies in this paper shared 

a common ideological incentive grounded 

in high hopes, yet soon it became clear that 

deploying a fiber-optics network in the coun-

tryside was a venture without much prece-

dent and required learning on the job. With 

regard to this learning curve, we observed 

that there were differences between those 

initiatives that had a bottom-up origin (such 

as ECO-Oostermoer, SallandGlas, and, to 

a lesser extent, Oldambt Verbindt) and one 

that is linked to a market player (Glasvezel 

Buitenaf/Cogas). They all had to learn on 

the job, but an initiative linked to a market 

player had the advantage of building on 

existing expertise in the telecom sector and, 

more importantly in the case of such a new 

venture, they had more capacity and re-

sources available to accelerate this learning 

process (Salemink and Strijker, 2015). The 

contrast became clear during the interviews. 

The board member of ECO-Oostermoer for 

example claimed:

“To be honest, [at the start] none of us had 

any idea what broadband actually was, let 

alone how important it is.”

This exemplifies that participants in an in-

itiative without a link to market players have 

to engage in an extensive learning process in 

order to just start. In spite of struggling with 

the complexity of the broadband market, 

both ECO-Oostermoer and Oldambt Verbindt 

managed to progress through this phase by 

5.5 
Developmental pathways 
and learning from commu-
nity broadband initiatives

5.5.1  

Learning on the job: starting,  

running, and maintaining a rural  

broadband initiative

Based on an analysis at the national level, 

we were able to distill eight stages in the 

community-led process toward rural broad-

band (Table 5.1: Salemink and Strijker, 

2015). We do not suggest that this is a fixed 

blueprint – or prescriptive – model for rural 

broadband; instead, we see it as a tool in 

order to better understand the develop-

ments of the initiatives. In the case of this 

paper, our focus in particular is on how 

learning plays a role in the development of 

the initiatives. Participants in the initiatives 

made clear during the interviews that rural 

broadband deployment was a continuous 

learning process. However, the interviews 

and complementary data also showed that 

there were three stages in particular that re-

quired significant learning capacity: Famil-

iarization (stage 2), Bundling demand (stage 

5), and Tendering and contracting (stage 6). 

Therefore, we have chosen to provide a more 

detailed discussion of the learning experi-

ences during these three stages. 

During these stages, the initiatives expe-

rience that their project becomes more and 

more serious and complicated (interviews 

with all four people involved in case-study 

initiatives). Furthermore, these stages 

require that the participants engage with 

new actors and stakeholders, such as market 

players, local and regional governments, 
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In the case of Oldambt Verbindt it was 

a national cable company that approached 

them. Prior to a publicly announced event 

in the municipality of Oldambt (February 

2013) concerning rural broadband, there 

was a meeting between two delegates of the 

cable company, the project manager of the 

municipality, and two of the authors of this 

paper (the project manager requested them 

to be present). In this meeting the delegates 

of the cable company made it clear that those 

involved in this broadband initiative – which 

would include the municipality itself, they 

claimed – would be entering the highly com-

petitive and high-risk broadband market, 

without knowing the rules of that market. 

In general, these delegates delivered the 

message that it would be wiser to leave all 

this up to the market, a standpoint that is 

also that of the national lobby organization 

NLkabel, 4 and which had been conveyed to 

the two authors already at an earlier stage. 

The main insight that the municipality 

gained from this meeting was that, as a gov-

ernmental organization, it might be wiser to 

play a less prominent role. 

5.5.3  

Pragmatism and managing expectations 

in Stage 5: Demand bundling 

Throughout the process, the participants 

in the initiatives not only started to lose the 

high hopes they had initially, but they also 

began to lose control over their own ‘en-

terprise’. Two clear causes for this became 

clear from the data: governmentality-in-

spired actions of regional governments and 

competition from market players. 

liaising with experts and consultants, who 

they had access to through their network, 

including two of the authors of this paper. In 

this light, bottom-up initiatives are dependent 

on participants who are rich in social capital. 

On the other hand, the project manager 

of market-player-linked Glasvezel Buitenaf/

Cogas explained that network deployment 

in the countryside was not a straightforward 

matter for them either:

“It’s not like we knew how this would 

work, this kind of a network out in the coun-

tryside. We had to study the topology and 

geography of the [potential] network area 

together with contractors for more than a 

year in order to get a grip on the matter.” 

In other words, progressing through the 

early stages of rural broadband deployment is 

capital-intensive. Whether it is social capital 

to access useful contacts, financial capital in 

the form of allocating staff to the project, or 

the intellectual capital needed to eventually 

understand the complicated field of play: 

Various forms of capital play a role in the 

success of rural broadband initiatives.  

Even in this early stage of familiarization, 

in which the participants in an initiative are 

only beginning to learn about the technol-

ogies and the broadband market, national 

market players try to get a grip on how 

these initiatives are developing. SallandGlas 

approached national market players directly, 

but during the negotiations SallandGlas 

found out that the commercial parties had no 

interest in connecting the rural areas in the 

Salland region. This proved to be “… a tough 

lesson for SallandGlas, but a lesson that had 

to be learned” (Interview with chairman of 

SallandGlas), because, after this, those spear-

heading the initiative decided to focus more 

markedly on the rural areas. 
4. See, for example, http://nlkabel.nl/succesfactoren-voor-breed-
band-in-het-buitengebied/ 
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initiative began to receive leaflets and folders 

through the mail with ‘special deals for loyal 

customers’, usually with a limited reduced 

price, which was lower than that of the initia-

tive. In response to this, volunteers from the 

initiative usually put more effort into com-

municating about their plans and why these 

plans would ultimately be more favorable 

(interview with board member of ECO-Oost-

ermoer and chairman of SallandGlas). 

Whereas the previous tactic was merely a 

pricing strategy, one of the national compa-

nies took it a step further by presenting plans 

for network improvements in parts of rural 

areas. 5 On the surface this seemed to solve a 

part of the problem of rural broadband and, 

indeed, some residents – mainly those closer 

to the villages – could get access to improved 

Internet service. The technologies offered, 

however, were inferior to the technology 

which the participants in the initiatives 

were campaigning for, namely fiber optics, 

thus making the company’s plans less 

future-proof than that of the initiative. Still, 

once these plans became formal, the busi-

ness case of the initiative became smaller, 

affecting the feasibility of the initiative’s 

project. The volunteers in the initiatives still 

remained confident, however, and stated that 

countering these plans merely required some 

extra campaigning effort, since the potential 

customers would understand that an inferior 

product was being offered. The chairman of 

SallandGlas explained in the regional news-

paper that:

[The national cable company] wants to 

The instance of governmentality-inspired 

actions is exemplified by the impacts of 

the provincial funding schemes in the 

provinces of Drenthe and Overijssel. Volun-

teers (ECO-Oostermoer) and professionals 

(Glasvezel Buitenaf/Cogas) were expected to 

align their initiative with the terms and con-

ditions set out by their province. This meant 

that a lot of local effort and energy was lost, 

according to the people involved. No actual 

progress was made, yet a lot of effort was 

spent to promote the initiative’s viability in 

the eyes of the potential funders. In fact, the 

board member of ECO-Oostermoer who was 

interviewed stated that the regional govern-

ment was “guilty of organized distrust”, since 

it kept introducing additional conditions for 

funding a community-owned network. In the 

end, “a pragmatic approach” was required 

in order to survive in a renewed field of 

play (interviews with ECO-Oostermoer and 

SallandGlas). In this way, the participants in 

the initiatives experienced a loss of self-de-

termination, as pragmatism began to prevail 

over ideological goals – that of establishing a 

community-owned network in particular. 

The competition with and counter-tactics 

of market players were a constant element 

of frustration for the participants in the 

initiatives, mainly for those who were not 

formally associated with a regional market 

player. These counter-tactics already began 

during the familiarization stage, and they 

continued throughout the process. At the 

stage of bundling effective demand, however, 

they became even more prominent. Whereas 

in the previous stages the counter-tactics 

were commonly directed at (board) partic-

ipants involved in the initiative, during the 

demand bundling stage they encompassed 

a broader public. Potential customers for the 

5. Vectoring technology or VDSL, which boosts the capacity of 
copper telephone lines, or customized LTE technologies (http://
corporate.kpn.com/pers/persberichten/kpn-extra-inspannin-
gen-voor-snel-internet-in-buitengebieden.htm) 
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the least because external parties started 

viewing them differently. One concrete 

example regarding ECO-Oostermoer is that, 

once it became clear that they would reach 

their demand-bundling target, the board had 

to look for a legal professional who could not 

only assist them in drawing up the contracts 

but also help them conform to civil law. A 

less tangible yet very important aspect of the 

professionalization of the participants in the 

initiatives was that local and regional govern-

ment started to view them as a serious entity, 

and therefore an entity that could be held 

fully accountable for their actions. Again, this 

not only required knowledge of legal issues 

but also courage, since these risks only 

became clear during the process and not 

beforehand. It is questionable whether every 

volunteer group would be willing to accept 

the risks that come with carrying through 

this venture, both in terms of the legal entity 

and for the individuals involved. 

So far, ECO-Oostermoer is the only one 

of the four cases that has remained a small-

scale independent entity, accepting all the 

risks and responsibilities of community 

broadband. Stichting Oldambt Verbindt has 

not yet developed to this stage, and Glasvezel 

Buitenaf/Cogas is linked to a regional cable 

company. SallandGlas at first did not meet the 

demand-bundling target and was forced to 

rethink their strategy. In the end, they agreed 

on a partnership with a private investor fund 

that manages long-term investments for pen-

sion funds. The chairman explained that Sal-

landGlas was happy with this outcome, while 

the board and volunteers were also happy that 

this deal marked the end of a stressful period 

characterized by “uncertainty” and “chal-

lenging expectation management” (telephone 

interview with chairman of SallandGlas). 

give a boost to the copper-network, but that 

only works just outside the villages. It’s not 

very secure and the costs are relatively high. 

Fiber optics is better. That’s exactly what we 

will deliver to the people in the rural areas of 

Olst-Wijhe, Raalte, and Deventer. 

(De Stentor, November 11, 2015, authors’ 

translation) 

This showed that the participants in the 

initiative were confident about their plans, 

even in relation to the plans of the estab-

lished market players. The chairman later 

explained in a telephone interview that, in 

terms of learning, they had learned to “stand 

their ground in a competitive market.” 

5.5.4  

Professionalization in Stage 6: Tender-

ing and contracting 

Stage 6 is a clear example, again, of how 

participants in the initiatives have to de-

velop new forms of knowledge, capacities, 

and competencies. Stages 4 and 5 mainly 

dealt with marketing and communication 

aimed at potential customers, whereas stage 

6 was about creating a legal structure. In 

order to put out a tender for the network, 

the initiative had to be transformed into a 

legally sound structure that provided safe 

conditions which it could operate under, 

offering security for both the initiative and 

the external contractors and stakeholders. 

In other words, the participants in the initi-

atives in question had to professionalize and 

formally become agents – or entrepreneurs 

– for the deployment of broadband. 

The cases of ECO-Oostermoer and Sal-

landGlas show that this switch from a cam-

paigning agent to a legally accountable agent 

for broadband deployment required different 

knowledge and a new way of thinking, not 
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that their voice is still heard, while market 

and governmental powers are at play, has 

an especially strong influence on volunteer 

commitment and energy. 

In the case of Stichting Oldambt Verbindt 

(including professionals of semi-public 

organizations) and Glasvezel Buitenaf/Cogas, 

there was an awareness that one should be 

careful about how much was asked of volun-

teers. The project manager of Glasvezel Buite-

naf/Cogas stated that they “cherish the local 

actors and volunteers” but “overburdening 

them with tasks and responsibilities” might 

stall the project. The grassroots initiatives of 

SallandGlas and ECO- Oostermoer, on the 

other hand, explained – regarding the time 

and effort the initiative took – that “if I had 

known beforehand that this would take so 

much time, I would never have started it” 

(interview with chairman of SallandGlas) and 

“it’s probably less of a hassle to just move” 

(interview with board member of ECO-Oost-

ermoer). This is not to suggest that the inter-

viewees suffered from volunteer burnout, but 

it does show that a rural broadband initiative 

is a highly complicated venture that costs a 

lot of time, effort, and energy. Furthermore, 

it requires citizens to take considerable risks. 

In the current situation, rural broadband 

initiatives in the Netherlands are largely 

dependent on volunteers. In more critical 

terms, and considering the risk of volunteer 

burnout, the question then arises whether 

broadband deployment is something that 

should be organized by volunteering citizens. 

In more practical terms, local knowledge 

proved to be valuable at this stage, for exam-

ple, in terms of creating network efficiency. 

Local actors know the area, and they also 

have better access to landowners whose 

land needs to be crossed by a cable. This, 

in turn, can teach construction companies 

how to achieve as much network efficiency as 

possible. Experiences from ECO-Oostermoer 

show that this can result in considerable cost 

reduction. Glasvezel Buitenaf/Cogas, on the 

other hand, strongly focused beforehand on 

a detailed study of the geography of the area 

and the potential topology of the network. 

Generally speaking, knowledge about the 

area is important at this stage, but transfer-

ring this knowledge to external stakeholders, 

such as construction companies, adds anoth-

er layer of complexity to the project. 

5.5.5 

‘Participation society’ and the risk of 

volunteer burnout

Rural broadband initiatives clearly show 

that, with the market failing to deliver and 

governments failing to correct this, com-

munity action is needed in order to initiate 

the deployment of a future-proof Internet 

network. This initiation, let alone the actual 

deployment, is not a straightforward, easy 

venture. Members of the community are 

forced to learn how to operate in a highly 

competitive market with many regulatory 

constraints. Negotiating internal and exter-

nal dynamics is a continuous challenge, and 

the volunteers involved in the initiatives run 

the risk of becoming overburdened. Hence, 

an important impact of government and 

market interventions is the so-called ‘vol-

unteer burnout’ (Allen and Mueller, 2013). 

The extent to which volunteers perceive 
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of losing their voice and eventually losing 

ownership of their project, potentially lead-

ing to volunteer burnout (Allen and Mueller, 

2013). Furthermore, on losing their voice, the 

initiatives are liable to become a derivative of 

their own ideality. In this light, the commu-

nity-led character of the initiatives tends to 

diminish as the project progresses. 

For the initiatives, learning is required 

throughout in order to achieve their goals, 

but learning does not guarantee a result. 

With rural broadband, the learning ex-

periences were mainly linked to setbacks 

that forced the initiatives to go back to the 

drawing board. The setbacks initiated the 

learning, yet this seems rather undesirable, 

since progress was the preferred route. 

Although learning is the key focus of this 

paper – and a key element of neo-endoge-

nous development in general – the insights 

gained from the case studies suggest that it is 

only a by-product for the participants in the 

initiatives. As many rural development schol-

ars claim, the learning process can be seen as 

a positive impulse for rural development in 

general, especially in the case of other com-

munity endeavors for similarly complicated 

issues. For communities, however, it is the 

tangible result that counts, that is, a high-

speed broadband networks. 

Throughout the process – and with the 

learning curve – the participants in the 

initiatives gradually lost control over their 

project and over the tangible result they 

desired. The participants in the initiatives 

learned in particular that deploying a 

network in a community-led way, and in 

a context of diffused power (Shucksmith, 

2010), is problematic. It seems that initial 

market and government failure allowed 

for – or even required – citizen initiatives 

5.6 
Learning from rural  
broadband initiatives:  
nolens volens? 

All four initiatives are still ongoing, and two 

of the four (ECO-Oostermoer and Glasvezel 

Buitenaf/Cogas) have started deployment 

only in parts of their target areas. This 

makes it somewhat difficult to draw definite 

conclusions, but the case studies never-

theless provide valuable insights (see also 

Ashmore et al., 2015).  The four case studies 

in this paper show that rural community 

broadband is a complicated, multifaceted, 

and multi-actored (external and local) 

process. Communities, market players, 

and various levels of government all play 

a specific role. One of the main clashes re-

garding rural broadband is the problematic 

interaction between competing discourses: 

the market discourse, the policy discourse, 

and the community (or lay) discourse. In-

teraction between these discourses is char-

acterized by information and knowledge 

inequality, and unveils a power and capabil-

ity imbalance, since communities are less 

well equipped to stand their ground in this 

interplay. This makes learning essential for 

the initiatives.

Market players and governments out-pow-

er the communities and, in the interactions, 

the external actors require the local actors 

to meet the externally set knowledge frame-

work. Since the success of a rural broadband 

project depends on a cooperative interplay 

between external and local actors, the 

local actors have no choice but to become 

“tech-savvy”, “financially literate” and “policy 

literate”, and to adapt to the discourse at 

hand. In this way, the initiatives run the risk 
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there is no room for non-linear events, such 

as the setbacks observed in this paper. In this 

regard, the case studies show that the eight 

stages of rural broadband deployment should 

not serve as a blueprint; that said, as a frame-

work they did allow for specific observations 

on the progress of the initiatives.

A broader question that arose after our 

study was whether the approach using local 

initiatives as an instrument for improving 

digital connectivity is effective. If every local 

community is responsible for its own digital 

future, a lot will depend on local social, 

intellectual, and financial capital. Since these 

forms of capital are unequally distributed 

over space – in fact, quite a few rural regions 

find themselves in a marginal position (Bock, 

2016) – the digital future of rural communi-

ties will be subject to a geographical lottery; 

some regions will manage to get included, 

while others will not (see also Salemink and 

Strijker, 2015). Furthermore, a patchwork 

of local initiatives, each with its own local 

business case, impedes achieving network 

efficiency. As a counterexample, the case of 

Glasvezel Buitenaf (Cogas) shows that a cer-

tain degree of scalability can lead to network 

efficiency, increasing the feasibility of rural 

broadband.

In general, rural broadband initiatives are 

capable of learning a great deal, and a great 

deal can be learned from the experiences of 

rural broadband initiatives. It is likely that 

these learning experiences can be used when 

it comes to other rural development issues as 

well, such as sustainable energy cooperatives 

or community transport initiatives. The ques-

tion remains, however, as to what extent this 

is an efficient way of providing broadband 

in rural areas. The neo-endogenous lens of 

this paper has allowed us to see the lack of 

to step in and take control. Yet, as the 

initiatives progressed, market players and 

governments realized that their practices 

could be affected. From the moment that 

the exogenous powers realized this, they 

changed their position regarding local 

empowerment. Market players apply an es-

tablished way of working, and are unwilling 

to be flexible and accommodate the wishes 

of the communities. 

A similar observation can be made 

regarding local and regional governments. 

Having called for citizen participation in 

general, the governments soon observed 

that the initiatives went their own way and 

did not automatically consider other govern-

mental policy goals in their plans. Regional 

governments in particular responded to 

this by creating a generic policy instrument 

to safeguard governmental interests, as is 

evidenced in particular through the case 

studies of ECO-Oostermoer and SallandGlas. 

Regional governments want to ensure that 

the initiatives do not go against other policy 

programs and, according to participants in 

the initiatives, they want to reduce the prob-

lem of rural broadband to a manageable size. 

Considering the responses by market players 

and governments, this indicates that, when 

it really matters to them, that is, when their 

practices are affected, power in rural areas is 

not that diffused (Shucksmith, 2010).

Although the motivations mentioned 

above are commonplace for governmental 

policies, they do frustrate the initiatives in 

their progress and potentially threaten their 

continuation. Furthermore, the generic pol-

icy instruments often ignore the non-linear 

character of the initiatives and rural com-

munity development in general (Skerratt and 

Steiner, 2013). In practice, this means that 
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support – consciously or not – of exogenous 

forces. A first step in countering this could 

be to recognize the community’s knowledge 

frame and use it as the foundation for further 

developments. In order for a community to 

be empowered and actually take the lead, it 

should be able to communicate and operate 

on its own terms. 
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