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Chapter 1

1.1 

Towards a digital society  
– but what about the  
margins?
The increasing importance of the Internet 

as a means of communication has reshaped 

economies and societies. At first, the In-

ternet was considered to be an ‘equalizer’, 

expected to diminish socioeconomic and 

geographical disparities, but it soon began 

to be regarded as a stratification-inducing 

phenomenon (Castells, 2000; Malecki, 2003; 

Van Dijk and Hacker, 2003; Mariën and 

Prodnik, 2014). For the Internet to become 

an enabling technology, people need to have 

adequate material access to a network, and 

they need to have knowledge and skills – or 

capabilities – in order to make effective use 

of Internet applications. Both the material 

access and the capabilities, however, are 

unequally distributed over space and among 

people, hence the ongoing academic interest 

in the digital divide: the divide between 

those who have and use the Internet, and 

those who do not (Crang et al., 2007; Gilbert, 

2010; Townsend et al., 2013). 

This unequal distribution of Internet ac-

cess and usage over space and among people 

is the core problem studied in this book. This 

study focuses on digitally excluded commu-

nities, i.e. the digital margins. It aims at a 

better understanding of how digital exclusion 

works in advanced Western societies, using 

concrete cases from the Netherlands to link 

theory and concepts to everyday practicali-

ties. Subsequently, it goes on to discuss how 

spatially and socially marginalized com-

munities try to overcome digital exclusion. 

This discussion centers on what these com-

munities do, i.e. the approaches they have 

in common, and how they try to meet their 

goals. Furthermore, it includes a reflection 

on the extent to which communities prove 

capable of solving their material and social 

inequalities. This reflection is linked to the 

broader debate around the potentials and 

pitfalls of community-led development and 

‘the big society’, or ‘the participation society’ 

(participatiesamenleving) as it is called in 

Dutch (Uitermark, 2015; Bosworth et al., 2015; 

Bock, 2016). 

In the remainder of this chapter, I will 

provide a more detailed introduction to the 

framework of digital margins, more spe-

cifically, spatial digital margins and social 

digital margins (1.2). After this introduction 

to the academic context of the study, I will 

explain this research’s strong relation with 

policy and practice, since various applied 

research projects and policy evaluations 

have helped shape this thesis. Finally, I will 

introduce the research questions behind this 

thesis and the outline of the book (1.4). 

1.2  
Spatial and social margins 
in advanced societies

1.2.1  

Spatial margins: rural areas

Adequate broadband access is a key condi-

tion for social and economic development, 

and yet, nevertheless, it is often lacking in 

many rural regions in advanced societies 

(Townsend et al., 2013; Lemstra and Melody, 

2015). Politically, the free market is the 

leading rationale behind the provision of 

telecommunications networks, yet  

telecommunication companies regard 
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(European Commission, 2014). 

Neo-endogenous development is used in 

this thesis as a conceptual lens to look at digi-

tal exclusion in rural areas. The premise un-

derlying this concept is that in order to meet 

the communities’ goals, these communities 

usually cannot rely solely on their endoge-

nous resources, and so they need to be able 

to build and maintain network relations with 

exogenous resources too (Ward et al., 2005). 

The endogenously set goals and capacities 

are the starting point, but the capacities and 

resources lacking have to be brought into the 

region through links with exogenous actors 

and powers (Bosworth et al., 2015: 5). In light 

of this concept, it can be stated that a region’s 

ability to connect to other resource-rich 

regions, either physically or digitally, is es-

sential for social and economic development, 

yet this remains an underdeveloped feature 

in many rural regions (Bosworth et al., 2015; 

Bock, 2016). It is because of this that the dig-

ital developments in these rural regions, that 

is, in the spatial margins, are a central part of 

this thesis. 

1.2.2  

Social margins: vulnerable and  

excluded groups

Logically, in order to be included in digital 

society, it is crucial for people to live in 

market areas that are properly served by 

telecommunications companies. Moving 

beyond material access, though, the aspects 

of adoption and usage become important. 

If one cannot afford a subscription to the 

Internet, or if one lacks the knowledge 

and skills to make effective use of Internet 

applications, then one is still digitally 

excluded. This more socially based form of 

digital exclusion is most prominent among 

rural areas as market areas with too little 

potential for profit. Due to low population 

densities, the deployment costs are relatively 

high, and usually there are not enough 

potential subscribers to make a profitable 

business case (Malecki, 2003; Cambini and 

Jiang, 2009). In this respect, the lack of 

broadband provision in rural areas corre-

sponds with Malecki’s notion of ‘the rural 

penalty’, meaning a general lack of rural 

service provision by market players (2003: 

201). With the increasing influence of neo-

liberal thinking on governmental policies, 

this rural penalty is expected to be a persis-

tent problem for many rural communities 

(Skerratt and Steiner, 2013; Bock, 2016). In 

fact, a lack of service provision, coupled with 

lagging socioeconomic development, has 

already resulted in the marginalization of 

certain rural regions in Europe (Bock, 2016). 

As stated previously, it was initially 

thought that the digital revolution would lead 

to the ‘death of distance’ and could compen-

sate for rural challenges such as remoteness, 

a lack of services, and a declining workforce 

(Cairncross, 2001). The Internet could there-

fore serve as a substitute for the decline in 

physical services in the rural (LaRose et al., 

2007). However, with the organization of 

advanced economies becoming evermore 

reliant on digital connectivity, the current 

lack of adequate broadband provision has 

distanced these regions even further from 

the core (Malecki, 2010; Townsend et al., 

2015). The high hopes of the early years of the 

Internet have been replaced by critiques and 

concerns about the digital future of marginal 

regions. Classical regional development 

topics such as connectivity and inclusion are 

on policy agendas (again), but now they are 

also explicitly linked to digital developments 



14

Chapter 1

context in digital exclusion should receive 

more attention. In other words, and to 

summarize the premise behind this research 

approach, one can learn the most about a 

society by studying its margins. Therefore, 

an in-depth study of a vulnerable and socially 

excluded ethnic group in the Netherlands, 

Gypsy-Travelers, is the other central part of 

this thesis. By focusing on the spatial context 

of Gypsy-Travelers in particular (residential 

Gypsy-Traveler sites), this study contributes 

to filling this gap in the digital inequalities 

literature. 

1.3

Digital limitations in the 
margins: examples from 
policy and practice
This thesis is explicitly connected with var-

ious digital inclusion policies and projects. 

Throughout this PhD trajectory (2012-2016), 

I was part of several applied research pro-

jects and policy evaluations focused around 

rural development and social exclusion (see 

Table 1.1 for an overview of the projects). In 

some cases, the project itself provided valu-

able data for academic papers, for example, 

‘Next Generation Access for entire Gronin-

gen’ (Provincie Groningen) and ‘Research 

on rural broadband initiatives’ (Ministry of 

Economic Affairs) on matters around rural 

broadband initiatives and governmental 

policies. In other cases, the project provided 

valuable contacts for further research, for 

example, ‘ITRACT’ (EU Interreg North Sea 

Region) and ‘Consulting on Gypsy-Travelers 

in the Integral Approach to Welfare’. 

What these projects had in common was 

vulnerable and socially excluded groups 

(Gilbert, 2010; Helsper, 2012). The literature 

on these excluded groups originally evolved 

around ‘haves and have-nots’ dichotomies 

(DiMaggio et al., 2001), but more recently 

the debate has developed towards a more 

contextualized and nuanced approach to 

understanding non-use (Van Deursen and 

Van Dijk, 2013; Mariën and Prodnik, 2014). 

Most of this research has been largely 

user-centered, that is, looking at individual 

characteristics that could explain someone’s 

non-use. 

However, now there is also growing atten-

tion to particular groups of excluded people 

and their use or non-use of digital appli-

cations, such as older people (Park, 2008; 

Hardill and Olphert, 2012; Hage et al., 2013) 

and indigenous communities (Linberg and 

Úden, 2010; Rennie et al., 2013). These studies 

have shown that there is more to using ICTs 

than merely individually attributable charac-

teristics. Social, cultural, and spatial contexts 

play a role in usage patterns, and they seem 

to be part of the explanation for what Helsper 

calls “the unexpectedly included”, i.e. people 

who are digitally engaged and included, even 

though their individual characteristics would 

predict exclusion (Helsper, 2012: 428). The 

spatial context is still an especially under-re-

searched and inadequately operationalized 

factor in digital inequalities literature, 

making it a ‘black box’ in the debate (Gilbert, 

2010; Mariën and Prodnik, 2014).

Accordingly, there is a gap in the digital 

inequalities literature regarding these 

unexpectedly included people: people who 

are in fact the ‘black swans’ of digital ine-

qualities research. They need to be studied 

more thoroughly in order to unravel usage 

patterns. Furthermore, the role of the spatial 
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digital exclusion, and how policy-makers 

approach these communities. During these 

projects I was also incorporated in e-mail 

conversations, since the subjects of study 

insisted that I should not miss out on any 

developments. In the chapters that are 

based on insights from the applied projects 

(Chapters 4-7), I specify how these projects 

played a role in the data collection. 

The contacts for further research proved 

to be invaluable in gathering detailed 

knowledge of the complicated or even hidden 

that, in order to comprehend the full 

scope of the issues and developments, they 

required me to be close to the everyday prac-

tice of professionals and members of the 

community. This meant, for example, that I 

had to participate in and observe meetings 

of rural broadband initiatives, meetings 

between civil servants at various levels of 

government, and meetings of the municipal 

Gypsy-Traveler affairs team (Woonwagen-

zaken). This allowed for a detailed under-

standing of how communities deal with 

Table 1.1 | Applied research projects and policy evaluations that provided input for this thesis

Project title Commissioning authority Project goal

ITRACT: Improving Transport  
and Accessibility through  
Communication Technologies 

2012-2015

EU Interreg North Sea Region Pilot testing of novel ICT applications for 
rural mobility, empowerment of users, and 
transnational learning

Superfast Internet  
East-Groningen

2012-2013

Provincie Groningen –  
Woon en Leefbaarheidsbasisplan 
Oost-Groningen

Exploratory research on the market 
situation and regulation around rural 
broadband

Next Generation Access  
for entire Groningen

2014-2015

Provincie Groningen Assessment of developments around 
rural broadband in Groningen up to that 
point in time, and a recommendation for 
stimulating rural broadband provision in 
the province

Research on rural  
broadband initiatives

2015-2016

Ministry of Economic Affairs Discerning the success and failure factors 
of rural broadband initiatives, comparing 
the impact of various regional policies

Evaluation of provincial  
funding scheme and policy

2016

Provincie Overijssel Evaluation of the efficacy of the funding 
scheme, i.e. the subsidy for the initiatives 
involved, the extent to which Overijssel 
functions as a ‘learning organization’

The potential of rural  
broadband initiatives for  
connecting schools

2016

Kennisnet – Ministry of Education Position paper including an assessment of 
the strengths and weaknesses of broad-
band initiatives for connecting schools to 
a future-proof Internet network

Consulting on Gypsy-Travel-
ers in the Integral Approach to 
Welfare

2012-2014

Ministry of Interior Various activities, including policy eval-
uations, lectures for professionals, and 
organizing visits to Gypsy-Traveler sites
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It is important to note, though, that 

the interpretations and conclusions in 

this book have been made independently 

from the commissioning parties and project 

partners, and I take full responsibility for the 

statements in this book. 

1.4

Research design  
and thesis outline
Sections 1.2 and 1.3 explained the motiva-

tion and rationale behind this thesis. The 

main goal of the thesis is to generate a bet-

ter understanding of how digital exclusion 

works and how it can be tackled. I will first 

provide an overview and a critical discussion 

of the existing literature on digital exclu-

sion. The fields of digital connectivity and 

digital inclusion are broad and somewhat 

disconnected, meaning that first they will 

need to be brought together. Once this is 

accomplished, the research will focus on 

the concrete cases of exclusion found in the 

Netherlands: rural broadband initiatives 

and Gypsy-Traveler communities. These 

cases enabled me to gather information 

about how digitally excluded communities 

try to overcome their exclusion. In this way, 

I contribute to the contemporary debates on 

rural development and digital inequalities. 

Based on the gaps in the academic litera-

ture (section 1.2) and input from the applied 

research projects (section 1.3), I designed the 

following research questions (RQ) and thesis 

outline: 

 

 

 

aspects of digital exclusion. Data collection 

for both concrete examples in this thesis, 

that is, rural broadband initiatives and 

Gypsy-Traveler communities, required a 

great deal of trust. Rural broadband initi-

ative-participants were initially reluctant 

to share information on their progress and 

business cases, because they were afraid 

that certain sensitive information might 

be used against them by market players 

or that governments would assess their 

project as unachievable. However, the 

members of the initiatives in this study 

later stated in interviews that they decided 

to entrust me with their information, based 

on earlier experiences with me in project 

research for the Province of Groningen and 

the Ministry of Economic Affairs. Hence, 

based on this trust, I obtained access to 

information that otherwise would have 

remained undisclosed. 

For the fieldwork with Gypsy-Travelers, 

it was crucial to have existing relations of 

trust with members of the community, 

or at least with professionals who were 

trusted by the community. Gypsy-Travelers 

commonly distrust outsiders who belong 

to settled society, who they refer to as 

‘citizens’ (burgers), thereby explicitly con-

trasting themselves with members of the 

settled society, such as the researcher in 

this case (Lucassen et al., 1998; Khonraad 

and Veldhuijsen, 2009). In order to bridge 

these differences, a certain degree of trust 

had to be built, which was done mainly 

through advisory work for the Ministry 

of Interior and previous work for social 

housing associations. Practically speaking, 

these existing trust relations also saved 

a great deal of time, which could then be 

spent on actual data collection. 
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RQ1   

What can we learn from previous  

developments in digitalization so as to 

better understand the potential impacts 

of the Next Generation Access revolu-

tion on marginal communities? 

Chapter 2 provides a systematic literature 

review of the literature on digital develop-

ments and rural development. It distills 

the general conclusions and lessons learnt 

from the vast body of literature on this topic. 

In addition to this, this chapter draws on 

these conclusions in order to build a future 

research agenda aimed at better under-

standing the impacts of rapid technological 

developments, concentrating on the region-

al level.  

Chapter 3 also relates to Research 

Question 1 and contains a critical review of 

existing theories and models used to explain 

digital exclusion by Van Dijk (2003), Gilbert 

(2010), and Helsper (2012). It moves beyond 

the existing models by providing a more com-

prehensive and less user-centered model to 

explain digital exclusion. It specifically dis-

cusses the role of ‘free choice’ in becoming 

digitally engaged, and it reflects on whether 

ICTs should become entitlements. 

RQ2   

How do digitally excluded communities 

try to bridge their broadband gap?

This research question shifts the focus 

from the literature to an empirical analysis 

of practical problems in the Netherlands. 

Chapter 4 deals with this research question 

and presents an overview study of rural 

broadband initiatives in the Netherlands. 

This study is based on a database – designed 

and managed by the researcher – containing 

over 140 rural broadband initiatives (situ-

ation of April 2016). After observing that 

governments and market players have not 

initiated programs to solve the rural broad-

band gap, this chapter will then focus on 

the general picture of how digitally excluded 

rural communities try to overcome their 

broadband gap, i.e. the developments of 

these rural broadband initiatives. 

RQ 3   

To what extent are local and regional 

actors, such as rural broadband initia-

tives, able to deal with the complicated 

issues of broadband deployment?

Chapter 5 then discusses Research Question 

3, presenting an in-depth study of four rural 

broadband initiatives in the Netherlands. 

Using long-term qualitative data, it provides 

detailed information about the everyday 

practices of running rural broadband initi-

atives, and it extensively provides evidence 

that community-led broadband deploy-

ment comes with many social, technical, 

financial, and intellectual challenges. A 

neo-endogenous development lens is used in 

order to analyze how exogenous powers and 

endogenous capacities influence the process 

and the result. 

RQ4 

To what extent are socially excluded 

communities able to participate in the 

digital society?

Chapter 6 deals with Research Question 4, 

concerning the social margins, and presents 

a study of the impact of digitalization on a 

marginal group, that is, Gypsy-Travelers in 

the Netherlands. Based on fieldwork with 

Gypsy-Travelers, conducted at various sites, 

the relation between social and digital exclu-

sion is discussed. Furthermore, and in line 
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with the recent literature on digital inequal-

ities, it places digital exclusion in a broader 

and more nuanced sociospatial context. 

Chapter 7 builds, among other things, 

on the insights from Chapter 6. It combines 

knowledge gained from the literature and 

practice (the latter as a consultant on Gyp-

sy-Travelers and social inclusion) in order 

to conceptualize how a marginal group like 

Gypsy-Travelers can capitalize on communi-

ty-specific assets and build community resil-

ience in times of rapid socioeconomic change 

and digitalization.  

Chapter 8 then brings together the vari-

ous insights from the previous chapters to 

draw general conclusions around the main 

question as to how the margins are coping 

in the digital age. Furthermore, it discusses 

problems that policy-makers are now facing 

in their efforts to improve digital inclusion. 

Based on the empirical insights from this 

thesis and the related policy work, I will 

provide recommendations on how to improve 

digital inclusion policies. In addition to this, 

this chapter contains a reflection on the 

reciprocal relation between research, and 

policy and practice, which shaped this thesis. 
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Abstract

This paper presents a systematic review of 157 papers on digital 

developments and rural development in advanced countries. It focuses on 

the general conclusions, in order to better understand the potential impacts 

of the coming Next Generation Access revolution. We distinguish two 

major strands of research: connectivity research and inclusion research. 

In the connectivity theme, the conclusion is that there are persistent and 

growing differences in data infrastructure quality between urban and rural 

areas. Public policies to promote the availability or improvement of data 

infrastructure are essentially responsive, and rapidly outdated by market 

developments. For inclusion, the hampered diffusion of technologies, 

and the lower average levels of education and skills in rural areas have a 

negative impact on adoption and use. Generic policies in this field neglect 

specific local needs. The paradox is that rural communities are most in need 

of improved digital connectivity to compensate for their remoteness, but 

they are least connected and included.  Future research should therefore 

focus on specific places and communities – combining both connectivity 

and inclusion issues – in order to inform ‘customized policies’ for poorly 

connected and digitally excluded rural communities.  

Keywords

Rural development; digital divide; digital inclusion; rural penalty; Next 

Generation Access
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rural areas are therefore growing, resulting 

in a spatial digital divide (Townsend et al., 

2013). Malecki (2003) positions the lack of 

availability of, and thus access to, data infra-

structure and its high costs in the broader 

context of a general lack of service provision 

in rural areas as compared to urban areas. 

Malecki (2003: 201) frames this as ‘the rural 

penalty’ (see also Hite, 1997), meaning 

that people in rural areas ‘pay a price’ for 

living in remote areas, which affects many 

different economic sectors and social groups 

(Woods, 2005; Bosworth, 2010; Velaga et al., 

2012; Stockdale and MacLeod, 2013).

However, it is not just the technologies 

that are rapidly changing. In addition to 

the material issues that rural communities 

face in the digital age, there are also issues 

of a social nature. The adoption and use of 

the Internet and associated applications are 

becoming increasingly diverse, and digital 

inclusion is no longer regarded as a binary 

issue. In other words, the debate is no longer 

about ‘haves’ and ‘have nots’ (Kilpeläinen and 

Seppänen, 2014; Mariën and Prodnik, 2014); 

instead, it has started to focus on the degree 

of usage and different usage patterns. There 

is increasing recognition of the complexity 

of digital inclusion (see also Gilbert, 2010; 

Helsper, 2012). In order to understand the 

impact of digital connectivity, one must 

also understand the actual usage. Providing 

the connectivity and technology is just one 

aspect of keeping up with developments; 

adoption and actual usage are the next steps 

that need to be taken in order for digital con-

nectivity to have an impact (Hage et al., 2013).  

Since the introduction of the Internet 

to the consumer market, researchers from 

various disciplines have shown interest in the 

causes and consequences of this urban-rural 

2.1 
Introduction
Rural communities have been struggling to 

keep up with developments in digital con-

nectivity (Malecki, 2003; Strover, 2003; Vela-

ga et al., 2012). At the end of the twentieth 

century, a great deal of governmental and 

market effort was expended in advanced 

western societies in order to upgrade rural 

telephone networks for use by the Internet 

(Cambini and Jiang, 2009; Holt and Galli-

gan, 2013). This undertaking was founded 

on the idea that all regions and communi-

ties should have access to the Internet in 

order to prevent growing regional dispari-

ties (see for example Cornford and Gillespie, 

1993). Telephony was regarded as a utility, 

which ensured that (state) companies would 

invest in rural networks as well. Upgrading 

these networks for Internet use followed a 

similar track (Malecki, 2003; Cambini and 

Jiang, 2009).   

Today, accessing the Internet through 

telephone lines is only one of several technol-

ogies available. Cable Internet, fiber optics, 

and mobile broadband are now all widely 

available, except in rural areas (Whitacre 

and Mills, 2010; Townsend et al., 2013). 

More recent technologies which go beyond 

telephone lines have not (yet) been regarded 

as utilities, so governments have not been 

able to promote their universal provision in 

the same way, and considerable investments 

are needed if this is to change (Ragoobar et 

al., 2011). Furthermore, in terms of speed and 

reliability, these forms of Next Generation 

Access (NGA) are now rapidly developing in 

the areas where they are already available. 

Differences between the well-served, largely 

urban areas and the underserved, mainly 
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summarizing these in terms of an overview of 

the field. Section 6 presents the overall con-

clusions and its implications, and it proposes 

a future agenda for research and policy.

2.2 
Towards a framework for a 
systematic literature review 

Generally, the literature in this field has 

shown that – in order to actively take part 

in a digitalizing information society – data 

infrastructures such as DSL, cable (coax), 

fiber optics, or mobile broadband need to 

be available at a reasonable price. However, 

lower densities and greater distances in 

rural areas discourage the market from 

investing in new technologies (Malecki, 

2003). More recent literature suggests that 

rural areas are increasingly found at the 

wrong end of a ‘digital divide’ (Skerratt et 

al., 2012; Townsend et al., 2013). Urban areas 

are the digital ‘hot spots’ where high-speed 

Internet infrastructure is ubiquitous, while 

rural areas tend to be dependent on low-tech 

Internet access, with lower speeds and less 

reliable connections (Skerratt, 2010; Skerratt 

et al., 2012). This was the case with cable In-

ternet access, which in the Netherlands for 

example, was never deployed in rural areas 

outside the curtilage of villages (Nucciarelli 

et al., 2010). Currently, history is repeating 

itself with other so-called Next Generation 

Access networks (NGA) such as fiber optics 

(Townsend et al., 2013). The market is 

assumed to deliver these NGA’s to high-den-

sity urban areas eventually – even though 

some urban premises are still awaiting this 

delivery (see for example Ofcom, 2014). This 

is, however, less straightforward for rural 

divide, resulting in a large and growing body 

of literature. However, the topical issues for 

rural development are commonly discussed 

within (sub)disciplines, resulting in a some-

what fragmented debate. This paper will 

therefore adopt a transdisciplinary approach 

in order to provide a timely overview of the 

research in this field so far, with a focus 

on advanced western countries. For com-

parability reasons, we will only include the 

literature on these countries. The impact of 

ICT developments in rural areas will never 

be identical, but, by excluding the literature 

on developing and transitional countries, the 

differences in development trajectories are 

minimized. This overview has been created 

through a systematic literature review, based 

on key themes drawn from the debates on 

digital developments in relation to rural 

development. 

Two questions are addressed by this 

systematic literature review: 1) What general 

insights and conclusions can we extract from 

previous research on rural areas in the age of 

digitalization? 2) How can these contribute 

to setting a new research agenda for better 

understanding the impacts of rapid techno-

logical developments? By answering these 

questions, we will contribute to the future 

research agenda, and we will provide recom-

mendations for future policy in order to con-

tribute towards bridging the spatial digital 

divide between the urban and the rural. 

The outline of the paper is as follows. 

Section 2 provides a background on digital 

rural development, based on a pilot literature 

review. In section 3, the outline of the system-

atic search and review is discussed. Sections 

4 and 5 discuss the observations and conclu-

sions of the selected papers as to the role of 

ICTs in rural development, and we will end by 



25

Rural Development in the Digital Age

2

service provision could for a large part be 

solved by promoting digital connectivity as a 

substitute for many of those services. Remote 

rural areas especially lack the required digital 

connectivity, however: a deadlocked situation 

that increases the risk of rural areas falling 

even further behind in terms of accessibility 

to services. 

Researchers from various academic 

disciplines, including economics, IT, geog-

raphy, planning, and the political sciences 

are engaged in researching the (potential) 

impact of unequal provision, adoption, and 

the use of ICTs. Many sub-topics are studied 

in-depth, resulting in a growing but some-

what fragmented body of mainly specialist 

literature that evades the overarching issue of 

the broader impact of a lack of digital devel-

opments for rural areas. 

Recently, overview papers on the impact 

of digitalization on the economy and society 

have added to the debate, but they do not 

focus on rural areas. Some consider the 

consequences of digitalization for participa-

tion in the traditional ‘offline’ society, with 

a focus on urban issues (see Gilbert, 2010), 

while others disregard the spatial aspects of 

the problem (for example Cambini and Jiang, 

2009; Helsper, 2012). Digital developments in 

rural areas are discussed in some specialist 

policy papers, but the focus on policy means 

that specific rural problems remain undis-

cussed (for example Holt and Galligan, 2013). 

This paper fills the rural gap by providing a 

systematic literature review on digital devel-

opments and their consequences for rural 

areas in advanced western countries.

areas, in which the backbone infrastructure 

is often still inadequate (European Commis-

sion, 2013). In its regulatory framework, the 

EU defines three categories of market areas: 

fully served ‘black areas’ with market com-

petition, less served ‘grey areas’ with at least 

one provider but limited competition, and 

underserved ‘white areas’ without market 

competition (Sadowski et al., 2009; European 

Commission, 2013). Rural areas are mostly 

white areas, or grey at best. Even though 

government support is legally permitted in 

white and grey areas, this has not resulted in 

improved digital connectivity in European 

rural areas (Sadowski et al., 2009: 585).

Research into disparities in digital devel-

opment often departs from the context of 

the network society, using the seminal work 

of Castells (2000) as a starting point.  Urban 

and rural areas are viewed as interconnected 

parts of networks in which both production 

and consumption takes place (Lichter and 

Brown, 2011). The flow of information is be-

coming increasingly important within these 

networks (O’Hara and Stevens, 2006; Ma-

lecki, 2010), making all forms of connections 

and communications increasingly valuable. 

Economic and social developments are under 

pressure due to a lack of digital connectivity, 

impeding innovation of production processes 

and certain forms of consumption, and in 

essence excluding some rural communities 

from fully participating in the contemporary 

information society (Velaga et al., 2012; Kil-

peläinen and Seppänen, 2014; Roberts and 

Townsend, 2015). 

Following the vulnerable position of rural 

communities in times of upscaling of ser-

vices and digitalization, LaRose et al. (2007; 

2011) state that, paradoxically, the problem 

of physical remoteness and the inadequate 
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mation society.” To cover the rural component 

of the research question, we used: “rural devel-

opment,” “rural areas,” “remote area,” “regional 

development,” and “countryside.” Searching 

with combinations of these 11 ICT and 5 rural 

terms generated a total of 55 search queries. 

The databases ‘EconLit’ and ‘Web of Science’ 

were used, because they cover the cross-disci-

plinary scope of this paper. ‘EconLit,’ includes 

papers from over 1700 journals in economics 

and related disciplines, and is managed by the 

American Economic Association (https://www.

aeaweb.org/econlit/index.php). ‘Web of Science,’ 

which is maintained by Thomson Reuters, in-

cludes over 12000 journals and combines sever-

al indexing databases from various disciplines, 

including IT and engineering, but also social 

sciences, arts, and humanities (http://thomson-

reuters.com/thomson-reuters-web-of-science/). 

A paper was included in the results if it was 

a) dealing with advanced western countries, 

and b) published in an English-language 

peer-reviewed academic journal. The queries 

for the Web of Science database were narrowed 

down after the initial results of the search 

were retrieved, because of its broad scope 

and variety of selected academic disciplines. 

This broader scope resulted in an abundance 

of mostly irrelevant – in terms of our topic – 

papers, such as remote sensing and crop de-

velopment. The Web of Science search queries 

therefore were refined by only selecting the 

academic disciplines relevant for this paper, 

i.e. those dealing with digitalization issues in 

rural areas. Through this selection, we mainly 

excluded papers on developing countries and 

technological evaluation of remote sensing 

applications, for which the rural was merely a 

technology laboratory.

The search was executed and finished in Sep-

tember 2013. The 55 search queries identified 

2.3 
Methodology
Although overview papers are scarce in 

the field of telecommunications and rural 

development, there are papers from related 

disciplines, which give an overview of the 

literature within their field, such as Holt 

and Galligan (2013) on U.S. federal universal 

service programs for telecommunications, 

and Cambini and Jiang (2009) on broadband 

investment and regulation. Building on 

these approaches to providing an extensive 

overview of the literature, we will first de-

scribe how we created this overview in order 

to make our search queries and results re-

producible. Therefore, in this section we will 

describe the search strategy, the selection 

criteria for papers, and the coding system 

we used for our analysis. 

2.3.1 

Conducting a systematic literature search

The systematic search is conducted with 

key words and concepts from academic 

disciplines dealing with inequalities in ICT 

availability and adoption, along with rural 

development issues. Together these key 

words constitute the theme of this paper. 

Based on the concepts and vocabulary which 

is used in the literature from geography, 

sociology, economics, and communications/

telecommunications studies, as identified 

from a preliminary study of the main debates 

(see section 2), the following terms were se-

lected for search queries to cover the ICT and 

digital component of our research question: 

“ICT,” “digital,” “digitalization,” “telecom-

munications,” “information technology,” 

“broadband,” “NGA,” “telecommuting,” “dig-

ital divide,” “digital inequalities,” and “infor-
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extent to which people have the knowledge, 

attitudes, skills, and aspirations to be in-

cluded in digital rural society. This theme is 

further divided into three subthemes: diffu-

sion theory, digital inequalities, and digital 

inclusion policy (see Table 2.2 for sections, 

numbers of papers, and time frame). 

perspective, the code for the paper was based 

on which perspective and findings were 

emphasized in the conclusions. This is in line 

with the aim of this paper to extract general 

lessons from the debate so far. Although all 

the papers selected have been coded, not 

every paper is referred to in the text of the 

analysis, for readability reasons. The full 

bibliography, available at [institute website], 

shows the papers selected. 

One main theme deals with connectivity 

issues: to what extent places and regions 

are digitally connected and thereby derive 

economic benefits. This theme has a strong 

supply-side perspective and corresponds to 

the debate on material inequalities and the 

digital divide (Livingstone and Helsper, 2007). 

This theme is further divided into four sub-

themes: telecommunications markets, tech-

nologies in rural areas, regional development, 

and policy and regulation (see Table 2.1 for 

sections, numbers of papers, and timeframe). 

 

4409 potential papers. Eventually, 157 papers 

met the criteria of dealing with advanced 

western countries and being published in 

English-language, peer-reviewed academic 

journals. Recent policy documents and 

literature are used throughout the paper in 

order to position the paper’s findings in the 

ongoing and developing debate.  

2.3.2 

Coding framework: connectivity  

and inclusion

For the analysis of the selected papers, we 

created a coding framework. This frame-

work was created through induction. Instead 

of predefining the set of codes, we extracted 

them from our dataset (the papers), with 

similarities in research themes and perspec-

tives as a basis. From the dataset of 157 pa-

pers, two main themes were identified, with 

four and three subthemes, respectively. 

If a paper touched on more than one 

Table 2.1 | Connectivity subthemes characteristics

Connectivity

2.4.2 Telecommunications Markets n = 13 2000 - 2012

2.4.3 Technologies in Rural Areas n = 13 1992 - 2013

2.4.4 Regional Development n = 25 1986 - 2013

2.4.5 Policy and Regulation n = 32 1997 - 2012

The other main theme consists of papers 

that deal with inclusion issues. This has a 

demand side and people-oriented focus, cor-

responding to the digital inequalities and 

digital inclusion debate in communication 

studies, geography, sociology, and urban 

studies (Livingstone and Helsper, 2007). 

These papers deal with the question of the 
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especially between urban and rural areas. 

The rise in deployment of Next Generation 

Access networks in urban areas, with greater 

speeds and better reliability, make these 

differences ever more prominent. Mobile 

phone coverage and mobile broadband show 

similar disparities (Townsend et al., 2013). 

In this light, we define a lack of connectivity 

as the comparatively disadvantaged state of 

connectivity of places and regions, in respect 

to the overall connectivity status and devel-

opments in the surrounding context, i.e. the 

level of connectivity of rural areas compared 

to urban areas.

Below we will discuss the following sub-

themes of connectivity separately: telecom-

munications markets, technologies in rural 

areas, regional development, and policy and 

regulation.

2.4.1 

Telecommunications markets (13 papers)

The basis of a lack of digital connectivity 

in rural areas lies in the market for tele-

communications. Privatization policies 

regarding telecommunication companies 

and deregulation of the markets in, for ex-

ample, the United States (Holt and Galligan, 

2013) and countries in the EU (Cambini 

and Yiang, 2009) have made economic 

market rationale the dominant assessment 

framework for investments in networks. In 

practice, there are often spatial or national 

2.4 
Lessons from the  
Connectivity Literature
The Papers described under the main theme 

of ’connectivity’ are those dealing with ma-

terial issues of the connectivity of places, 

regions, and in some cases households. 

These papers research the dxifferences in 

availability of different telecommunication 

technologies and the mechanisms behind 

this. Although the search was not restricted 

to economic development, we found that 

connectivity research strongly focuses on 

this. Internet and ICTs facilitate the transfer 

of information (Malecki, 2010), and there-

fore they are regarded as production factors 

for productivity gains (Tu and Sui, 2011) 

and economic growth (Van Gaasbeck, 2008; 

Martínez and Rodríguez, 2009), either for 

places or individual businesses.   

Research on connectivity in rural areas 

mainly focuses on the lack of digital connec-

tivity in rural areas, which in the literature is 

referred to as the digital divide, urban-rural 

divide, or rural digital divide (Townsend et 

al., 2013). Nearly every household in advanced 

western societies is connected through a 

telephone line and, therefore, has the possi-

bility of a fixed Internet connection. A recent 

communication from the European Commis-

sion (2013) and an Ofcom report (2014) show 

that differences in connectivity are growing, 

Table 2.2 | Inclusion subthemes characteristics

Inclusion

2.5.2 Diffusion Theory n = 27 2000 - 2013

2.5.3 Digital Inequalities n = 31 2000 - 2013

2.5.4 Digital Inclusion Policy n = 16 2000 - 2013
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telecommunications networks form a barrier 

to entry into the market (Grubesic and Mur-

ray, 2004). On the demand side, consumers 

require connections for both household 

and business activities. Therefore, such 

connections have to be provided to a specific 

household or business, instead of to a single 

shop or hub in a village. Nowadays, digital 

connectivity is becoming just as important 

as other utilities, such as gas, water, and 

electricity. Up to now, the market has failed 

to supply this utility of the digital age (11 

papers in this subtheme), and in the end it 

could prove necessary for governments to 

intervene in order to achieve universal access 

(see also Holt and Galligan, 2012).  

EU regulations (Cambini and Jiang, 2009) 

and US federal policies (Holt and Galligan, 

2013) focus on safeguarding a free market 

for telecommunications, while stimulating 

investment in unattractive markets. Gov-

ernments have taken various approaches to 

ensure Internet provision for all, but to date 

this has not solved the problem of unequal 

availability and choice (Cambini and Jiang, 

2009; Atkinson, 2011). 

2.4.2 

Technologies in rural areas (13 papers)

Since the development of ICTs and networks 

in the late 1980s, researchers have been con-

cerned with the variety of technologies, their 

costs, and their availability (see for example 

Egan, 1992). The main concern of the litera-

ture we found involves the lack of availability 

and the resulting technological constraints 

in rural areas (see 2.4.2). Although society 

increasingly assumes the availability of 

advanced ICTs and networks, underserved 

rural areas are still experiencing problems in 

obtaining and retaining access to goods and 

monopolies, or oligopolies at best (Valletti, 

03; Atkinson, 2011). Deploying networks to 

rural areas, i.e. establishing connections 

over long distances in areas with low pop-

ulation density, makes these rural areas 

high-cost markets with little opportunity for 

telecommunications companies to achieve 

economies of scale or obtain a return on 

investment (Grubesic, 2010; Glass and Ste-

fanova, 2010; 2012). 

Latent demand and ‘rural potential’ have 

been mapped in the past (see for example 

Madden et al., 2000), but more recent lit-

erature argues that this will not affect the 

investment behavior of the companies (Mack 

and Grubesic, 2009).  Even if rural areas are 

profitable for telecommunications compa-

nies, urban areas offer still higher returns on 

investment (Grubesic and Murray, 2004). This 

makes rural areas less attractive markets 

and perpetuates the urban focus of market 

decisions (Oyana, 2011). The market for 

telecommunications shows that a free-mar-

ket rationale can ensure an efficient use of 

limited resources, i.e. using the resources for 

profitable markets in high-density areas, but 

it cannot ensure an equal delivery of services 

in all areas, leaving the rural underserved 

(Gabe and Abel, 2002; Malecki, 2003; 2004; 

Grubesic, 2003; Grubesic and Murray, 2004; 

Oyana, 2011).

The lack of provision of digital connec-

tivity is in line with other rural service 

provisions, where the economies of scale of 

the free market lead to rural disadvantages 

or even a rural penalty (Hite, 1997; Malecki, 

2003). However, the telecommunications 

market is different from other markets for 

rural service provision, such as the post office 

or a pub. On the supply side, the complexity 

and high costs of deploying and managing 
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theoretically assess the implications of the 

coming digital age, envisioning a major 

role for advanced telecommunication 

technologies in future rural and regional 

development. Together with the influential 

work of Castells (2000), these early works 

set the tone for the debate in the field of 

regional development in terms of the role of 

advanced telecommunication technologies. 

The main question in this debate in regional 

development is whether the availability 

of advanced telecommunications leads 

to a decrease or an increase in economic 

differences between places and regions (see 

for example Lentz and Oden, 2001; Malecki, 

2003). The literature concludes that eco-

nomic differences between well-connected 

and poorly connected regions will grow, 

mainly due to a lack of (instant) access to 

information and the limited possibility for 

proactively taking part in the production of 

information (14 papers).

Other literature concerning regional 

development discusses what precedes the 

possibility of growth: Are poorer regions ca-

pable of becoming digitally connected at all 

(Lera-López and Billón-Currás, 2005), and, if 

they are connected, do economic growth pat-

terns develop in the same way as in advanced 

regions (Martínez and Rodríguez, 2009)? This 

issue is linked to European Union Cohesion 

Policy and the Digital Agenda (European 

Commission, 2013), and the attempts to 

determine whether there are similarities in 

problems concerning digital connectivity 

in the different member states. In poorer 

regions there is a cumulative causality: These 

regions suffer from a lack of connections, 

as a result of which regional development 

becomes constrained, and then regional 

disparities further increase (Lera-López and 

services such as eHealth (Steele and Lo, 2013) 

and transport (Velaga et al., 2012) due to 

bandwidth constraints. When it comes to the 

availability of the latest technologies, rural 

areas universally find themselves in the same 

situation, that of continuously catching up 

with urban areas (Malecki and Boush, 2003; 

Grubesic, 2006; 2008). 

Ellershaw et al. (2009) discuss the recent 

technological trend of providing wireless 

broadband in rural areas as a substitute for 

wired broadband, concluding that the need 

for a fiber optic backbone (wired) to deploy 

wireless broadband leads to only small differ-

ences in deployment costs compared to fixed 

broadband. As a result, here too, rural areas 

are at the high-cost end of the market. 

With rural areas being high-cost markets 

as compared to urban areas, and thus re-

maining underserved, investments in new 

technologies and innovations will continue 

to take place in urban areas (see also Velaga 

et al., 2012: 105-106). Newly developed tech-

nologies are likely to be urban-led and based 

on ubiquitous connectivity, designed without 

consideration for rural needs. This dominant 

and largely urban rationale leads to the per-

petuation of the urban-rural digital divide.  

2.4.3 

Regional Development (25 papers)

As computing and digital connectivity 

became more and more important aspects 

of society in the late 1980s and early 1990s, 

researchers showed increasing interest in 

the regional economic development effects 

stemming from these, as shown in the 

‘technology’ subtheme. Goddard and Gil-

lespie (1986), Cornford and Gillespie (1993), 

Tsiligirides (1993), Cronin et al. (1995), and 

Capello and Nijkamp (1996) attempted to 
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local entrepreneurs, such as e-retail, which 

disadvantages the local entrepreneurs. This 

means that improved access to markets can 

have a negative impact for traditional rural 

business. However, innovative entrepreneurs 

may respond positively to this competition, 

strengthening the rural economy in the 

future. Comparison can be drawn here with 

other modes of connectivity, such as road 

and rail, but this is outside the scope of our 

findings (see also Lichter and Brown, 2011). 

Gallardo and Scammahorn (2011) show 

that as the number of broadband providers 

increases in a region, the number of non-in-

novative entrepreneurs, from traditional 

sectors, also increases. This does not mean 

that better digital connectivity leads to 

more non-innovative entrepreneurs, but it 

does show the importance of broadband 

for traditional industries. As Gallardo and 

Scammahorn (2011: 114) state: “… innova-

tive entrepreneurs are less likely to start 

businesses in rural America (…) increasing 

broadband availability will enhance the 

development of non-innovative [traditional] 

entrepreneurs.” For rural areas in the US, this 

indicates that better digital connectivity will 

not attract or increase the amount of creative 

entrepreneurs; rather, it will support existing 

industries. We did not find similar research 

in the European context, but, considering the 

importance of commercial counter-urbaniza-

tion in the UK (Bosworth, 2010) as compared 

to the US, and business diversification in 

rural areas in the Netherlands (Markantoni et 

al., 2014), for example, it is debatable whether 

the conclusions of Gallardo and Scamma-

horn also apply to Europe. 

The literature is also inconclusive when it 

comes to the role of ICT in migration to rural 

areas in terms of being an economic driver. 

Billón-Currás, 2005). Over the years, these 

insights have contributed to an increasingly 

important role for ICTs and the Internet in 

European cohesion policy, connecting rural 

economies more strongly to urban centers 

and providing productivity advantages for 

rural businesses (European Commission, 

2013). Furthermore, improved digital con-

nectivity can help attracting human capital 

into these rural areas (see also Roberts and 

Townsend, 2015).

There is also literature concerning the 

measurable economic impact of digital 

connectivity. The general conclusion is that 

advanced telecommunication technologies 

contribute to GDP growth through invest-

ment in the infrastructure itself and through 

productivity improvement (Ford and Koutsky, 

2005; Van Gaasbeck, 2008; Capello et al., 

2011; Greenstein and McDevitt, 2011; For-

man et al., 2012; Kolko, 2012; Prieger, 2013). 

Some papers, however, note that – although 

advanced telecommunication technologies 

do contribute to GDP growth – this growth is 

unevenly distributed over core and peripheral 

regions, that is, over urban and rural areas 

(Kirschner, 2005; Tu and Sui, 2011). Even if 

digital connectivity in rural areas improves 

and GDP grows, this does not automatically 

mean that economic cohesion is taking 

place. Rural areas need to grow faster than 

urban areas in order for economic cohesion 

to take place.

In the case of entrepreneurial activity, 

the literature is inconclusive. Although Ford 

and Koutsky (2005) observe that investments 

in broadband lead to more entrepreneurial 

activity in a region, Cumming and Johan 

(2009), on the other hand, note that digital 

connectivity in remote rural areas creates 

Internet-based external competition for 
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trends of advanced telecommunication tech-

nologies (Gómez-Barroso and Feijóo, 2012; 

Holt and Galligan, 2013). For rural develop-

ment, simply reacting to these trends has 

not been enough, as the urban-rural digital 

divide shows (see 2.4.4). 

Much of the policy evaluation literature 

discusses the imperfections or flaws in these 

policies (23 out of 32 papers), such as Strover 

(2001), and Venkatachalam and McDowell 

(2002) in terms of the U.S. federal universal 

service programs, or Belloc et al. (2012), and 

Gómez-Barroso and Feijóo (2012) in terms of 

European Commission policy. Specifically, 

when it comes to the US federal universal 

service programs (Telecommunications Act 

1996), there is a vast body of literature that 

discusses the effectiveness and efficacy of 

policy measures and programs implemented 

so far: Often the conclusion is that the Act 

and program do not deliver what they should 

deliver (Strover, 2003; Whitacre and Mahasu-

weerachai, 2008; Kandilov and Renkow, 2010; 

Berg et al., 2011; Holt and Galligan, 2013). 

Similarly inefficacious policies are found in 

European countries, despite the variety of 

efforts to promote rural connectivity - see 

for example Skerratt(2010) on Scotland and 

Nucciarelli et al. (2010) on the Netherlands 

and Italy. 

In addition to the literature on the federal 

US, EU, or national levels, there is a strand 

of literature on municipal and county-level 

policies. Local governments have attempted 

to get their communities connected to 

advanced telecommunication technologies, 

either through providing the capital for 

investments, or through the formation of a 

public enterprise or partnership (Sadowski 

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

and Maglaris, 2011). North American and 

Mahasuweerachai et al. (2010) conclude that 

digitally well-served rural areas in the United 

States, i.e. those with more than one broad-

band technology available, experience signifi-

cant in-migration as compared to rural areas 

without broadband. Muhammad et al. (2007), 

on the other hand, conclude that in the Neth-

erlands digital connectivity enables people 

to commute over longer distances. Through 

this, rural people potentially have access to 

labor markets which are further away.  

A general conclusion is that geographical 

and institutional contexts do matter, so there 

is a potential for them to make a difference 

as well. For economic growth to take place, 

however, merely the provision of improved 

digital connectivity is not enough, or as 

Tranos (2012) summarizes it, “digital infra-

structure is a necessary, but not a sufficient, 

condition for economic development” (Tra-

nos, 2012: 332).

2.4.5 

Policy and regulation (32 papers)

Digital connectivity has been a prominent 

topic on policy agendas for quite some time 

(see for example European Commission, 

2013; Holt and Galligan, 2013). The main 

aim of policy programs has been to mini-

mize regional disparities (see also section 

2.4.4). The policies concerning digital 

connectivity have moved from the utility 

perspective of providing ‘a connection’ for 

all, to providing Next Generation Access for 

all (European Commission, 2013). The three 

pillars of stimulating universal and equal 

access to either basic broadband or NGA are 

competition, investment by government au-

thorities, and regulation (Gulati and Yates, 

2012). Generally speaking, policies have 

been forced to respond to the technological 
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al., 2009). The EU legal framework now recog-

nizes, however, that in rural areas there often 

are no market initiatives, which then justifies 

public participation in telecommunication 

projects. It is moving towards a framework in 

which government-initiated activities in un-

derserved ‘white areas’ will not immediately 

be forced to stop because of the prevailing 

interest of a free market (Sadowski et al., 

2009; European Commission, 2012). 

To summarize, contemporary policy and 

regulation is now aimed at stimulating places 

and regions to keep up with technological 

developments. There are, however, places and 

regions in the rural that have missed out on 

earlier developments. The main challenge 

for future policy and regulation therefore is 

to make sure that these lagging regions are 

served by the policies as well, and to prevent 

these regions from falling even further be-

hind.  The objectives of policy programs, e.g. 

providing a connection of a minimum speed 

and capacity, are rapidly overtaken by devel-

opments in the telecommunications sector 

itself (Nucciarelli et al., 2010; Ragoobar et al., 

2011). The responsive character of these pol-

icies, up to now, has sustained the ‘catching 

up’ position of rural areas.  

Australian literature on this dates back to the 

beginning of the 21st century (Youtie, 2000; 

Van Wart et al., 2000) and researches the 

factors that determine the success of a local 

government-initiated network. Conclusions 

suggest that supportive policy throughout 

the local governmental organization is re-

quired to get the locality online; unprofitable 

localities are very likely unable to establish 

an economically self-sustaining network (see 

also Simpson et al., 2004). 

There has been specific attention for Ca-

nadian and Australian indigenous communi-

ties. Due to the remoteness of their territory, 

indigenous communities experience a severe 

lack of digital connectivity. Policy initiatives 

to get these remotely living communities con-

nected to the wider world, require targeted 

approaches that fit into indigenous commu-

nity life. Without the support of the commu-

nities, the provision of connectivity will have 

no impact, and will be viewed as a top-down 

imposition (Ramírez, 2001; 2003; 2007).  

The literature on local government policy 

in Europe focuses on public private part-

nerships (PPP) for NGA networks in rural 

municipalities within the broader EU policy 

framework of the Digital Agenda and analyz-

es the different outcomes on the various na-

tional levels (Sadowski et al., 2009; Falch and 

Henten, 2010; Nucciarelli et al., 2010; Troulos 

and Maglaris, 2011; Ragoobar et al., 2011). 

Under current EU policy and law, it is difficult 

to set up a PPP that complies with European 

agreements concerning the free market 

(Troulos and Maglaris, 2011). The role of gov-

ernmental bodies in PPPs is often challenged 

by commercial telecommunications compa-

nies, who claim that governmental bodies 

should not be acting as market parties and 

disrupting market mechanisms (Sadowski et 
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aim of understanding how new technologies 

and innovations spread through time and 

space (Rogers, 2003). There is a vast body of 

literature concerning the diffusion of inno-

vations and technologies in rural areas, and 

how this can be accelerated, for example, 

by using extension programs (Rogers, 2003: 

391-394). Diffusion theorists take an edu-

cational perspective as to what the barriers 

are for people, firms, and organizations in 

terms of adopting a new technology. 

The literature we found follows Rogers 

(2003: 281), and studies the characteristics 

of categories of ICT adopters, characterizing 

them as early adopters, late adopters, or 

laggards. It is interested in the extent to 

which (groups of) people experience barriers 

to adopting new ICTs, even when these 

ICTs are considered by policy makers as 

benefiting their everyday lives or businesses. 

Particular barriers to adoption include a 

lack of financial resources, unemployment, 

low educational levels and conservative 

attitudes (Hollifield and Donnermeyer, 2003; 

Hilbert, 2011). This literature goes beyond 

the urban-rural digital divide, and studies the 

inequality in adoption and use within rural 

areas. A small strand of largely descriptive lit-

erature provides overviews of ‘national states 

of diffusion,’ together with the frequently 

identified factors that determine adoption 

(Camagni and Capello, 2005; Whitacre, 2008; 

Zolnierek and Clausen, 2010; Khatiwada and 

Pigg, 2010; Turk and Trkman, 2012). Other 

literature takes a demand-side perspective 

on how to determine which factors and 

processes can contribute to creating more 

demand, and to promoting adoption of new 

technologies (Hollifield et al., 2000; Hollifield 

and Donnermeyer, 2003; Youtie et al., 2007; 

Turk et al., 2008; Howick and Whalley, 2008; 

2.5
Lessons from the  
Inclusion Literature

2.5.1 

Inclusion

The other main theme that arises from the 

papers is that of inclusion. Where papers 

on connectivity focus on material inequal-

ities – in some cases from a somewhat 

dehumanized macro-perspective – inclusion 

research focuses on the social inequality 

aspects of ICT developments and the extent 

to which people are able to participate in the 

information society (Mariën and Prodnik, 

2014). It researches the various factors and 

mechanisms behind the adoption of ICTs, 

resulting in a degree of digital inclusion 

for people. In addition to the availability 

aspect discussed in section 2.4, knowledge, 

attitudes, skills, and the aspirations to use 

ICTs (Helsper, 2012), along with the moment 

in time when people adopt these – early or 

late adopters – (Rogers, 2003), determine the 

level of inclusion into digital society.

In this section we will use the term ‘dif-

fusion theory research’ for the research on 

the diffusion of ICTs through time and space 

(2.5.2). Research on digital knowledge, atti-

tudes, skills, and aspirations will be called 

‘digital inequalities research’ (2.5.3). Finally, 

we will discuss the literature concerning pol-

icies that promote the inclusion of digitally 

deprived people in rural areas into the digital 

society, using the term ‘digital inclusion poli-

cy research’ (2.5.4). 

2.5.2 

Diffusion theory research (27 papers)

Diffusion theory research studies the socio-

economic characteristics of people with the 
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at a later stage, or not at all. Galloway and 

Mochrie (2005), on the other hand, conclude 

that distance and remoteness are not the 

only explanatory factors. They provide a more 

nuanced view of the unequal adoption of 

technologies, one that arises from the differ-

ences in industries and sectors, geographical 

context, availability of human capital within 

a firm, and the specificity of the technology 

(see also Labriandis and Kalogeressis, 2006; 

Jarvis et al., 2006; Galliano et al., 2001; Gal-

liano and Roux, 2008). This means that the 

need for improved digital connectivity varies 

per sector, or even per firm. Differences like 

these show that there is a need for target 

audience programs, when it comes to improv-

ing the adoption rates in rural areas. 

2.5.3 

Digital inequalities research (31 papers)

The move towards a more nuanced un-

derstanding of the digital divide has been 

strongly influenced by the agenda-setting 

article of DiMaggio et al. (2001). They state 

that social sciences should study the ‘social 

implications of the Internet’ in its full com-

plex context, instead of studying specific 

parts of the context. Van Dijk and Hacker 

(2003) later showed that, after the point of 

saturation for the provision of connections, 

there are increasing differences in skills and 

usage, pointing out the growing complexity 

of the inequalities and the digital divide. We 

will frame this field under the term ‘digital 

inequalities research.’ The bulk of the 

research that has followed is either non-spa-

tial (see for example Helsper, 2012) or ur-

ban-focused (see for example Gilbert, 2010). 

Non-spatial or urban digital inequalities 

research assumes ubiquitous connectivity. 

In rural areas, however, ubiquitous connec-

Whitacre and Mills, 2010; Peronard and Just, 

2011; Rennie et al., 2013; Hage et al., 2013). 

In general, people who adopt new technolo-

gies at an early stage tend to recognize the 

benefits of these new technologies for their 

everyday life, yet are also willing to accept the 

associated risks (LaRose et al., 2007). More-

over, early adopters in both urban and rural 

areas have usually had previous experience 

with ICTs or broadband (Hollifield and Don-

nermeyer, 2003; Youtie et al., 2007; LaRose 

et al., 2007), suggesting that there are also 

differences in adoption and diffusion within 

rural areas. Diffusion theory literature also 

concludes that the most important goal for 

future policies should be that of promoting 

the adoption of new ICTs by people who are 

not interested (see for example Howick and 

Whalley, 2008). Increasing the use of ICTs 

among this group is most likely if these are 

seen as a means to an end for these people 

(Peronard and Just, 2011) and if they fit 

within the culture of a community (see for 

example Rennie et al., 2013, on indigenous 

communities). 

Other literature focuses on ICT adoption 

by firms and entrepreneurs. Forman et al. 

(2005a; 2005b), and Goggins and Mascaro 

(2013) emphasize the role of the distance of 

rural firms to central market areas and of 

the remoteness of rural firm locations as a 

dominant explanation as to why rural firms 

lag behind non-rural firms in adopting new 

technologies. The diffusion theory literature 

this paper addresses assumes that new 

technologies and innovations, such as the 

Internet or smartphones, are first adopted in 

central urban areas, which hold many highly 

educated  people with higher incomes who 

drive innovations (Whitacre, 2008). Eventu-

ally these innovations reach remote areas 
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of 13 papers) show that rapid digital develop-

ments make these groups more vulnerable 

to digital and social exclusion. An urban-led 

agenda that assumes ubiquitous connectivity, 

and adjusts policy and services to this as-

sumption, further increases the vulnerability 

of vulnerable people in rural regions. In order 

to prevent or at least limit the impact of this, 

the literature concludes that the individual 

user should be empowered, for example 

by enhancing his/her skills (Briggeman 

and Whitacre, 2010). This empowerment, 

however, cannot take place without the 

improvement of general social and economic 

conditions, which ought to enable the use of 

digital technologies.

Generally speaking, we can conclude that 

low-educated, poorly literate people with little 

experience in using ICTs are vulnerable to 

exclusion from digital developments, which 

further increases their offline exclusion 

and marginalization. The attitude of people 

towards ICTs, and whether they aspire to use 

these for their existing everyday activities, 

along with whether they consider them 

useful for these practices, together determine 

whether people are willing to learn how to 

use such technologies. Merely providing 

the technology – the dominant rationale in 

connectivity research – is not sufficient to 

promote digital inclusion. To achieve this, in-

clusion research calls for user empowerment 

in order to make it possible for people to deal 

with rapid digital change. On the other hand, 

without material resources such as a physical 

connection and money for subscriptions, 

user empowerment is useless (Michailidis et 

al., 2011).  

tivity (see 2.4.2, 2.4.3, 2.4.4) does not exist. 

Conclusions based on most of the research 

on digital inequalities therefore do not apply 

to rural areas. 

Although non-spatial and urban contexts 

are partially incommensurate with rural 

contexts, there is a strand of research that 

applies concepts from digital inequalities 

research to rural areas. The literature on 

the macro level focuses on national or other 

large-scale statistics, with the aim of provid-

ing an overview of the characteristics of peo-

ple in relation to the use of ICTs. The deter-

mining factors that are frequently observed 

are age, education, gender, and income (Van 

Dijk and Hacker, 2003; Mills and Whitacre, 

2003; Michailidis et al., 2011; Lengsfeld, 

2011). This literature, however, is inconclusive 

as to which of the explanatory characteristics 

plays a dominant role in the use of ICTs.

In the micro-level literature, the research 

is aimed at finding out how people’s lives and 

social positions are affected by the growing 

importance of ICTs, using social networks 

and social capital as conceptual bases (see for 

example Boase, 2010; Stern and Adams, 2010, 

Stern et al., 2011). Most micro-level litera-

ture, however, focuses on specific groups of 

mostly vulnerable people (see also Warren, 

2007), such as rural children (Valentine and 

Holloway, 2001), rural youth  (Laegran, 2002; 

Dooris et al., 2007; Awan and Gauntlett, 

2012), rural women (Rubinoff, 2005), older 

people (Park, 2008), rural patients (Miller and 

West, 2009), or people living in remote areas, 

such as employees and teleworkers in rural 

areas (Simpson et al., 2003; Laegran, 2008; 

Brownlee et al., 2010), as well as farmers 

(Briggeman and Whitacre, 2010; Jeffcoat et 

al., 2012) and entrepreneurs (Grimes, 2000; 

2003; 2005). A majority of these studies (11 
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rural areas (Sellitto and Burgess, 2005). The 

general view in this literature is that, in the 

case of arrears, the government should take 

the lead in organizing inclusion-promoting 

projects. To achieve the greatest possible 

effect, Gripenberg et al. (2004) state that 

the government should consider handing 

over the management of the project to the 

people of the community, for whom or with 

whom the project has been designed. This 

way, the community itself is responsible 

for making the project activities fit into the 

community’s culture. 

Within this subtheme there is a specific 

focus on indigenous people, just as in the 

connectivity policy subtheme (see 2.4.5). The 

Australian literature concludes that, although 

indigenous communities currently are the 

digitally most deprived group (Bandias 

and Vemuri, 2005), there is potential for an 

increase in usage in these communities. To 

achieve this, Morrison (2000) claims that 

community governance bodies should be 

given the authority to determine policy and 

activities. They are regarded as knowing 

best what or who can be a driver for people 

to adopt and promote the usage of ICTs. 

Lindberg and Udén (2010), on the other hand, 

observe the key role women play as drivers 

towards innovative ICT application, in their 

case in a reindeer-herding Sámi village. They 

also stress that the role of gender in ICT adop-

tion is culturally and community specific.

The inclusion policy literature, especially 

the micro and project level papers, shows the 

determining influence that the geographi-

cal, social, economic, and cultural context 

has on the efficiency and efficacy of policy 

initiatives. Activities to promote learning 

about ICTs and their usage need to fit into 

the everyday activities of a community and 

2.5.4 

Digital inclusion policy (16 papers)

Policy studies on digital inclusion show 

two trends. The first attempts to create an 

overview of policy initiatives and their effi-

cacy, using a macro-level and agenda-setting 

approach. The second uses a micro-level 

approach, evaluating specific (local) projects 

and methods designed to promote inclusion 

of specific vulnerable groups. 

On the macro-level (6 papers), papers 

share the axiom that being able to use ICTs 

will allow people in rural areas to become 

more included in community life, education, 

and knowledge-based economic activities 

(Dabinett, 2000; Birch and Cumbers, 2010), 

through which they can eventually escape 

the rural penalty. These axioms are now also 

applied in research on transitional countries 

(Akca et al., 2007). However, policy programs 

and initiatives to promote the use of such 

ICTs are criticized for ignoring the rural 

socioeconomic and geographical contexts 

(Birch and Cumbers, 2010; see also Awan and 

Gauntlett, 2012). This results in generic initia-

tives with limited effects on the adoption and 

use of ICTs by the most vulnerable groups in 

rural and remote areas (Strover et al., 2004; 

Tookey et al., 2006). There is some literature 

on good practices which states that initiatives 

need to acknowledge the importance of 

community cultures and fit into community 

life in order to achieve the greatest possible 

impact (Huggins and Izushi, 2002; Moon et 

al., 2012; Lin and Wu, 2012). 

On the micro level (10 papers), studies 

on specific projects and methods show 

how these projects enhance learning about 

ICTs, and how to use them, both for people 

(Uotinen, 2003; Suhonen and Sutinen, 2006; 

LaRose et al., 2011) and for firms in remote 
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the decision-making and implementation, 

or by introducing community ownership of 

projects. In Europe there is now an opportu-

nity to bring this idea into practice, with the 

new EU Cohesion Policy (2014-2020) focusing 

more on community-led local development 

(European Commission, 2014).  

suit its culture. Problems in different regions 

and communities do show similarities, but 

generic policy approaches have proven to 

be ineffective. Moreover, many regions and 

communities have yet to bridge the gaps they 

experience. There is more chance of achiev-

ing this by including these communities in 

Table 2.3 | Summarized overview of digital connectivity in rural development 

Connectivity Effects on rural development

Telecommunications Markets
n = 13

Rural areas do not provide enough market potential for investments; profit 
potential is larger in urban areas
Lack of investment in telecommunication technologies
High investments in urban areas, low investments in rural areas: urban-rural 
digital divide

Technology
n = 13

Lack of availability and choice of technologies
Limited opportunity for activities that require telecommunication technologies
Wireless technologies are also limited by market deficiencies; it is not yet an 
alternative in rural areas 

Regional Development
n = 25

Mixed conclusions on GDP growth, entrepreneurial activity, migration to rural 
areas
Due to continuous developments in urban areas, rural areas are not catching 
up, so no cohesion is taking place
Traditional industries benefit especially from increased digital connectivity; it is 
less likely that rural regions will attract innovative or creative industries
Axiom that regions benefit from improved digital connectivity
Improved digital connectivity opens up the rural for competition from outside

Policy and Regulation
n = 32

Policies have a responsive character
Technological development moves faster than policy development
Sector-scattered interest 
Free-market rationale has hindered developments in rural areas, especially in 
Europe; governments have not been able or allowed to interfere

Inclusion

Diffusion Theory
n = 27

Diffusion of ICTs through space and time, with a demand-side focus
Traditional view: Remoteness of rural areas places rural communities at the 
end of the diffusion stage; late adopters and laggards
Adoption and use of ICTs in rural areas is also constrained by lagging supply
Willingness to adopt new ICTs in firms differs per sector

Digital inequalities
n = 31

Knowledge, skills, attitudes, and aspiration are key factors in why and to what 
extent people use ICTs
Digital empowerment depends on wider offline-based socioeconomic con-
texts
Low educational levels and skill levels in rural areas are considered a problem

Digital inclusion policy
n = 16

Generic policies are incapable of reducing inequalities 
Impact of policies and projects depends on the extent to which local commu-
nity culture and practices are taken into account 
Policies are more likely to succeed if communities are involved in the deci-
sion-making; community ownership of projects is preferable
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comparable to those in urban areas. Rural 

areas are served last, if they are served at all 

(see for example the case of cable Internet; 

Nucciarelli et al., 2010: 514). The speed and 

reliability of connections in rural areas 

demonstrate this. Compared to urban 

areas, the profit opportunity in rural areas 

is lower because of the high costs of cover-

ing greater distances. Companies are only 

willing to deploy a network if households 

and businesses pay a higher price to make 

up for these higher deployments costs. In-

sights from the connectivity debate (section 

4) show that, under the current conditions, 

we can expect that the urban-rural divide 

will persist or even grow, as new, faster 

technologies come on-stream, perpetuating 

the rural penalty.  

This literature review also serves as a 

warning to policy makers. Since the early 

1990s, several academics have pointed out 

the potential of high-speed telecommu-

nication networks for regional and rural 

development (see sections 2.4.5 and 2.5.4). 

This theoretical potential now has turned 

into a claim based on empirical grounds: 

Digital connectivity either stimulates 

productivity and growth, or it limits fur-

ther decline. With this message there has 

always been a warning from academia to 

governments and policy makers that the high 

costs of deploying the infrastructure would 

deter telecommunication companies from 

investing in rural networks. Considering the 

current state of digital connectivity in rural 

areas, this warning has come true. 

This paper has shown that there is a 

growing consensus that poor rural telecom-

munication infrastructure hinders rural de-

velopment. However, policies for promoting 

the availability of connections, along with the 

2.6
General conclusions and 
prospects for digital rural 
development

2.6.1 

Market dependency and the urban-rural 

divide

This systematic literature review provides 

an overview of the shifting focal points and 

topical issues in the debate on digital devel-

opments and rural development. The debate 

is somewhat fragmented over various dis-

ciplines and themes, yet we have extracted 

prevailing ideas on how rural development 

is affected. Together, the 157 selected papers 

recognize, either implicitly or explicitly, 

that society as a whole is moving towards 

a digital information society, in which 

access to and use of data infrastructure 

are essential. Authors dealing with rural 

issues follow the work of key scholars in 

this debate (Castells, 2000; DiMaggio et al., 

2001; Helsper, 2012). The prevailing idea is 

that, in order to have equal opportunities for 

every person, household, and firm, everyone 

should be connected to high speed Internet. 

Furthermore, people have to know how to 

effectively use ICTs for their economic bene-

fit or their quality of life, i.e. to keep up with 

developments. Not keeping up is considered 

as leading to “digital exclusion,” “lagging 

rural development,” or “economic decline” 

(see Table 2.3).

Theoretical considerations as to how the 

digital society should develop in order to cre-

ate benefits for everyone are in great contrast 

with rural reality. Developments so far indi-

cate that telecommunication companies will 

not provide every rural household or business 

with a high-speed Internet connection 
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regions which are the least connected and 

included. Next Generation Access may not 

necessarily be a public service, but consid-

ering how much public value it can create, 

it can be seen as a public good that is 

required in order to provide other (public) 

services, such as eHealth and eGovernment 

(see sections 2.4.5 and 2.5.4). 

   

2.6.2 

Towards a community-based  

research agenda

A general question that has come up in 

the analysis of the papers is the extent to 

which the debate on digital inequalities is 

an entirely new one. And, more fundamen-

tally, is there a tangible digital society from 

which people and places can be excluded? 

The two main research directions that 

we discerned in this paper, connectivity 

and inclusion, are not new. The ability to 

connect to and be included in major devel-

opments, as a prerequisite for growth, is 

omnipresent in regional development and 

the social inclusion literature (see sections 

2.4 and 2.5). The digital context, however, is 

relatively new. There is, nevertheless, much 

to be learned from existing offline arrears 

and the lagging diffusion of technologies. 

Future research should bring together 

theories from previous research on ’analog’ 

connectivity, accessibility and inequality 

issues, and research on ‘digital’ forms of 

these issues. For a comprehensive under-

standing of digital rural development, the 

largely offline-based economic history 

and everyday life ought to be part of the 

research agenda. Digital developments are 

not something ‘virtual’ which takes place 

online; these developments are based in 

real life.

adoption and use of ICTs, have been respon-

sive in character, and largely unsuccessful. 

Generic policies appear to be inappropriate, 

or, as Belloc et al. state: “… different policy 

combinations suit different policy objectives 

(…) different initial conditions: there is 

no one-size-fits-all policy” (2012: 397). To 

‘customize’ policies, however, making use 

of local knowledge of the various rural 

stakeholders seems fundamental.

A general conclusion from the literature 

on connectivity is that governments have 

only been able to react to market and 

societal developments, instead of antici-

pating them. By promoting the free-market 

rationale and using competition as the 

instrument for improving digital connec-

tivity, instead of defining new technologies 

as utilities, governments have limited their 

influence on digital development, allowing 

for market failure (Atkinson, 2011). This 

has brought about programs to stimulate 

digital connectivity in rural areas with 

technologies and minimum service levels 

that were already outdated by the time they 

were deployed (see section 2.4.5). The EU’s 

struggle to deal with NGA technologies, 

while still promoting basic broadband, is 

a striking example of this (see also Nuc-

ciarelli et al., 2010; Ragoobar et al., 2011). 

It shows the need for place-specific and 

community-specific policies, since needs 

and demand are defined locally.  

In times of ever growing global competi-

tion, the digital rural penalty might result 

in a further loss of competitiveness of rural 

regions, affecting the overall competitive-

ness of national economies. The paradox 

in this digitalizing age is that the regions 

most in need of improved digital connec-

tivity, i.e. rural regions in decline, are the 



41

Rural Development in the Digital Age

2

consumers. Connectivity research, on the 

other hand, should focus on how markets 

can serve these increased demand levels in 

rural areas. Both focal points are in need 

of a reflection on the role of national and 

local governments. The question then is: 

To what extent are rural communities, 

united in civic initiatives or community 

action groups, and telecommunications 

companies able to regulate this process 

together, and where do they need govern-

ment support? The purpose of the design 

is that connectivity and inclusion research 

are combined and applied in specific com-

munity contexts. Our idea for this agenda is 

presented in Figure 2.1. 

Generic policies have not solved the 

urban-rural digital divide. The rural is 

in need of ‘customized’ policies, but tele-

communications companies cannot serve 

every individual need. The community level 

seems an appropriate intermediate level for 

negotiation between the generic (national) 

level and the individual level. We argue 

that connectivity research and inclusion 

research can be brought together in a com-

munity-based approach, which facilitates 

market interface at the community level. 

Various local needs can be brought togeth-

er (see Figure 2.1). 

This paper has demonstrated that, up to 

now, research on digital development in the 

rural consisted of two major strands of re-

search – connectivity and inclusion – each 

with its own focus. Research on connectivi-

ty issues (section 2.4) is largely place-based 

and focuses on supply side arguments, 

such as deployment costs, and economic 

impact. Dominated by economic thinking, 

the urban focus of markets is regarded as 

a contextual fact when discussing the posi-

tion of the rural. In this context, top-down 

regulatory measures and subsidies are the 

most common instruments to deal with the 

urban-rural divide (section 2.4.5). Research 

on inclusion issues (section 2.5) is largely 

people-based and focuses on demand side 

and bottom-up elements, such as diffusion, 

skills, affordability, cultural differences 

and attitudes towards ICTs. The focus on 

the inclusion of all people, regardless of 

their background, can help showing the 

public value of ICTs and improved digital 

connectivity (sections 2.5.3 and 2.5.4). 

Moreover, inclusion research can provide 

the market with insights on latent demand 

of excluded and disconnected groups in 

the rural; insights which can be used to 

potentially bridge the gap between demand 

and supply. 

The potential role of inclusion research 

in stimulating, and eventually bundling, 

(latent) demand in the rural is the reason 

why we call for a more integrated research 

agenda for digital rural development, 

in which connectivity and inclusion are 

no longer separate strands of research. 

Inclusion research should focus on com-

munity processes which can stimulate and 

bundle local demand, which is often still 

fragmented over various stakeholders and 
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Figure 2.1 | Combining connectivity and inclusion research to create a community-based approach
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clear what the gap is between demand and 

supply. In this way, the community-based 

approach results in a rural business case, 

which is either market-ready or in need of a 

specific level of government support. Based 

on insights from the debate so far, we can 

expect that socially excluded communities, 

and communities which lack financial and 

social capital, will be most in need of gov-
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3.1 

Introduction: The Myth  
of a Free Digital Choice
The overall question throughout research 

on digital inequalities has mainly been what 

hinders or prevents individuals from en-

gaging voluntarily with ICTs by examining 

differences in access and usage. This is quite 

logic because initially ICTs were – similar 

to television or telephones – not much more 

than new and emerging technologies ready 

to be diffused and adopted (Rogers, 2003). 

Digital divide research consequently focused 

on studying socio-demographic character-

istics in relation to patterns of diffusion, 

adoption and usage (Barzilai-Nahon 2006; 

Hanafizadeh et al. 2009). This explains why 

the first findings pointed at a lack of physical 

access as a first and foremost characteristic 

of digital inequalities (NTIA 1999). Nowa-

days, many researchers assume ubiquitous 

connectivity as an enabling force for all. 

The overall picture for digital inclusion has 

become more complex, and a lack of motiva-

tion to engage with ICTs, insufficient digital 

skills, scarce resources and support, and 

limited opportunities regarding training, 

learning or usage have additionally been 

identified as key barriers (Brotcorne, Mertens 

and Valenduc 2009; Helsper 2012; Mariën 

and Van Audenhove 2011). What however 

has not evolved in the current theoretical 

frameworks and measurement schemes is 

the premise of the voluntary engagement 

with ICTs. The main focus still is if and to 

what extent people are choosing or willing to 

adopt and use ICTs (Tsatsou 2011). 

Our research, on which we build this 

contribution, has shown that this voluntary 

basis of engaging with ICTs is less and less 

valid in today’s Western societies (Mariën and 

Prodnik 2014; Mariën et al. 2013). Services are 

digitized at an ever-faster pace. Innovation 

cycles are succeeding rapidly and endlessly, 

leading to a continuous stream of new ICTs, 

applications and services. Access to institu-

tional processes, information streams, and 

employment or education opportunities, are 

increasingly being transformed into digital 

by default (Helsper 2011). Moreover, the use 

of ICTs is clearly set as the overall normative 

stance of how today’s Western societies are 

organized. Problematic in this regard is that, 

at first sight, public and private institutions 

are implementing the majority of these dig-

itization processes without an in-depth con-

sideration of those who are being victimized 

and set aside (Mariën and Prodnik 2014). This 

implies that the crucial question of research 

on digital inequalities is not who chooses to 

engage with ICTs and who does not, as if it 

were predetermined by choice but instead 

at which levels the digitization of society in 

all its forms is reinforcing or creating mech-

anisms of social exclusion. Ongoing digital 

developments are regarded as an important 

contributor to social stratification. In this 

sense, one has to follow the digital default 

or face social exclusion (Mariën and Prodnik 

2014; Crang et al. 2007).

Digital inequalities today transcend the 

idea of what Helsper (2008) has referred to 

as a free and informed digital choice, con-

ceptualized as the freedom of individuals to 

choose whether they engage with ICTs or not 

according to their own beliefs, desires, wants 

and needs. Digital inequalities evidently also 

apply to self-excluded non-users who volun-

tarily choose not to engage with ICTs, in spite 

of appropriate levels of access and skills. They 

are characterized by an overall lack of moti-
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of technologies are outdated and the need for 

a new approach is emerging. Also, it implies 

that merely using the perspective of digital 

inequalities – i.e. studying differences in 

access, usage, skills and other barriers – is 

insufficient and that additional examinations 

are needed of how, where and to what extent 

mechanisms of digital exclusion – i.e. imme-

diate societal disadvantages caused by digital 

inequalities – are at play. Therefore, this 

contribution approaches digital inequalities 

from a human rights perspective – e.g. the 

various rights that individuals are entitled 

to because they are necessary to ensure full 

participation in society. As such, this contri-

bution adds a new dimension to the current 

investigations of digital inequalities. Instead 

of looking at individual flaws, and the dynam-

ics behind these, this contribution examines 

the processes that are hindering or enabling 

commonly accepted entitlements. It will do so 

by delivering the following aspects:

A theoretical comparison of at-risk indica-

tors of social versus digital exclusion, distrib-

uted across five types of resources: economic, 

cultural, political, social and personal.

An in-depth reconsideration of the premis-

es, determinants and influential relations as 

presented in existing digital inequality frame-

works, see for example van Dijk’s model on 

resources and appropriation (2003), Gilbert’s 

model on the interconnectedness of urban 

and digital inequalities (2010), and Helsper’s 

corresponding fields model for digital exclu-

sion (2012). 

A critical view on the added value of a 

human rights perspective, and the referral to 

ICTs as entitlements.

As such, this contribution will provide a 

critical and in-depth analysis of how, in what 

life domains, in what particular spatial con-

vation and a negative attitude towards ICTs 

(Haddon 2000).  Particular in this regard is 

that many self-excluded non-users might 

indirectly be considered as users because 

they tend to rely on proxy-users to resolve 

their digital needs: other individuals – very 

often family members or friends – are using 

the Internet, digital services or other ICTs 

on their request (Gilbert 2010; Helsper 2008). 

However, whereas individuals might believe 

they are making a free digital choice, in reali-

ty their engagement with ICTs is determined 

by contextual factors such as the available 

infrastructure, pricing schemes or policies 

within a region, or cultural and social in-

fluences of one’s immediate surroundings 

(Helsper 2008; Townsend et al. 2013; Witte 

and Mannon 2010). In fact, this especially 

applies digitally excluded non-users living in 

poverty and in poorly connected rural areas 

(Michailidis et al. 2011). These individuals 

are non-users by force, but often – because 

of societal pressure and expected societal 

norms – prefer to claim they are non-users 

by choice instead of acknowledging their 

personal flaws and their inability to adapt to 

the overall digital norm of society (Witte and 

Mannon 2010). 

The assumption can thus be made that 

non-engagement, and the idea of making a 

free digital choice, has become nearly impos-

sible in today’s Western societies, due to the 

in-depth entanglement and ubiquity of ICTs 

within daily practices, routines and common 

public and private services. This implies that 

the premise of choosing to engage or not 

engage with ICTs is becoming oblivious and 

should no longer be considered as a valid 

entry point for studying digital inequalities. 

Consequently, theoretical models based 

upon appropriation theory or the diffusion 
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leads to social exclusion and vice versa. Thus 

creating a vicious cycle of exclusion mech-

anisms: “Social exclusion leads to digital 

exclusion, which in turn perpetuates and 

exacerbates that social exclusion.” (Warren 

2007, p. 379).

Notwithstanding that large-scale quanti-

tative studies seem to confirm the nature of 

the mutual relation between determinants of 

digital and social exclusion, doubt remains 

about the causality between both (Helsper 

2008; van Deursen 2010). Whereas quantita-

tive research indicates that socioeconomic 

status characteristics – age, gender, income, 

job status, ethnic background… – are amongst 

the main indicators for digital exclusion, 

more contextualized and often qualitative 

studies show a slightly different picture and 

draw attention to the distribution of support 

mechanisms and other types of economic, 

social and cultural resources. Moreover, these 

studies highlight that not all disadvantaged 

individuals are confronted with a high num-

ber of ICT-related barriers. On the contrary, 

they show that a vast part of these socially 

disadvantaged groups succeed rather well 

in using ICTs to their immediate advantage 

(Gilbert 2010; Mariën 2012; Schurmans and 

Mariën 2013). Simultaneously, other research 

indicates that mechanisms of digital exclu-

sion are even so present amongst advantaged 

– and thus unexpectedly digitally excluded 

groups – such as young people, high-educated 

elderly or middle-class families (Brotcorne 

et al. 2010; Haché and Cullen 2010; Hargittai 

2010; Livingstone and Helsper 2007). 

Consequently, the relation between digital 

and social exclusion is not as one-dimensional 

and straightforward as presumed and a 

revision of the causal relation between both is 

called for. Therefore, this contribution entails 

texts, and amongst which population groups 

old and new mechanisms of exclusion are 

being created by the digitization of society. 

3.2 
From Digital to Social  
Exclusion and Back: A  
Fundamental Questioning
Throughout the last decade, leading scholars 

have shown that digital exclusion is a highly 

complex and multidimensional phenomenon 

that is defined by various technology-related 

barriers and social exclusion mechanisms, 

both on individual and institutional level (Gil-

bert 2010; Helsper 2012; Tsatsou 2011; Witte 

and Mannon 2010; Zillien and Hargittai 

2009). On the one hand, ICT-related barriers 

such as a lack of physical and qualitative 

access, low levels of digital skills, little to no 

opportunities of use or a systemic lack of 

motivation to engage with ICTs have been 

identified as key disablers (Tsatsou 2011; van 

Dijk 2005; Mariën and Van Audenhove 2011). 

On the other hand, digital exclusion has been 

identified as a structural issue that is highly 

intertwined with mechanisms of social 

exclusion and as such, is related to aspects of 

social status, class and social stratification 

(Witte and Mannon 2010). According to van 

Dijk (2003, 2005) the so-called Matthew effect 

is clearly at play as advantaged groups within 

society continuously and systematically 

succeed in using ICTs to their immediate 

societal advantage whereas this is not or less 

the case for disadvantaged groups, thus rein-

forcing mechanisms of social exclusion and 

stratification. Moreover, the relation between 

digital and social exclusion is claimed to be 

bidirectional, stating that digital exclusion 
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Helsper’s (2008) categorization of five vital 

resources that are needed to ensure full 

digital and societal participation, namely 

personal, social, cultural, economic and 

political resources (Table 3.1). These five 

resources are based upon Bourdieu’s (1986) 

interpretation of human capitals and repre-

sent a simplified and manageable approach 

to studying mechanisms of inequality 

because they cover both macro and micro 

aspects. As such, the comparison and anal-

ysis of at-risk factors and characteristics 

across these five types of resources allows 

identifying if and how mechanisms of so-

cial and digital exclusion are intertwined. 

The overview as presented in Figure 3.1 

provides an in-depth understanding of the 

influential relation between social and digital 

exclusion and indicates, per type of resource, 

which at-risk factors coincide with one or 

more of the following dynamics: (1) social 

and digital exclusion are indirectly related 

(i.e. blue lines); (2) social exclusion is more 

prominent than digital exclusion (i.e. black 

a critical comparison of the characteristics of 

at-risk factors of digital and social exclusion; 

based upon the results of several theoretical 

and empirical studies realized by the authors, 

that focused on the conceptual evolution of 

the digital divide to digital exclusion (Mariën 

et al. 2010); the modeling of a multidimen-

sional framework for digital exclusion and 

digital inclusion policies (Mariën and Van 

Audenhove 2011; Mariën and Van Audenhove 

2012a, 2012b, 2012c); the exploration of the 

mutual dynamics and processes between 

digital and social exclusion (Mariën et al. 

2013); the structural causes of user disem-

powerment (Mariën and Prodnik 2014) and 

qualitative user-oriented research amongst 

several vulnerable groups, e.g. NEETs, people 

living in poverty, low-educated, unemployed 

and ethnic minorities (Mariën and Van 

Audenhove 2010; Mariën 2012; Salemink and 

Strijker 2014; Schurmans and Mariën 2013). 

To facilitate and structure this analysis, the 

at-risk factors and characteristics of digital 

and social exclusion were classified across 

Table 3.1 | Five Types of Resources

Personal resources Individual attributes that impact one’s ability to master ICTs or 
influence one’s societal status – e.g. wellbeing, personal values and 
attitudes, communication skills, soft skills and cognitive skills.

Social resources Rooted within one’s broader level of participation and compliance 
within society and one’s embedding in social capital networks – e.g. 
family composition, social support networks, societal norms. 

Cultural resources Related to or originated in one’s personal cultural background – e.g. 
gender, age, ethnicity, language – and to one’s cultural practices and 
norms, often influenced by the imminent and dominant culture within 
one’s immediate social environment. 

Economic resources The various aspects that have a decisive influence on one’s financial 
situation, such as employment, income, education and training op-
portunities, financial skills or economic opportunities. 

Political resources The regulatory framework in place – e.g. policies, infrastructure, 
social rights and socio-spatial characteristics – and one’s potential 
participation within decision-making processes and bodies. Conse-
quently, it also comprises reflections related to agency and structure.
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shows that indirect relations between social 

and digital exclusion are significantly less 

present than direct relations. 

lines); (3); social exclusion creates digital 

exclusion (i.e. green lines); and (4) digital 

exclusion reinforces social exclusion (i.e. red 

lines). The graphic overview in Figure 3.1 also 

Figure 3.1 | Dynamics of Social and Digital Exclusion: An Overview
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larger societal participation of populations 

with special needs (Bianchi et al. 2006). 

Similar dynamics can be identified with 

regards to the overall regulatory framework 

that applies to public service infrastructure 

and social rights. For example, the lack of a 

pro-active poverty check alongside new reg-

ulatory measures goes hand in hand with 

a lack of reflection about social exclusion 

mechanisms that are potentially caused 

by digitization processes of public and 

commercial services. Also, the absence 

of a social tariff for ICTs and the lack of 

recognition of ICT-access as a social right 

are an indirect aspect of the overall lack of 

social service infrastructure and mediation 

by professionals to enhance access to these 

infrastructures and resources. 

Indirect relations are also present with 

regards to the following at-risk factors: 

family composition, personal characteristics 

(i.e. gender, age, ethnicity), and normative 

injunctions (i.e. societal norms, cultural 

norms, values, attitudes and opinions). The 

comparison shows that these at-risk factors 

have a more stringent impact on social 

than on digital exclusion; yet they indirectly 

define one another. Characteristics such as 

family breakdown, substance abuse, a defi-

ant social identity, a lack of self-determina-

tion or a criminal or unstructured lifestyle 

are brought to the fore as direct causes and 

consequences of social exclusion (Commu-

nities and Local Government 2008; Haché 

and Cullen 2010; Helsper 2008; Emmel et 

al. 2006). Belonging to an ethnic minority, 

being a woman or an elderly person in many 

cases coincides with an increased risk of 

being socially excluded from various life 

domains (Jehoel-Gijsbers and Vrooman 

2007; Warren 2007). Experiencing social 

3.3 

Indirect Causes and  
Consequences:  
Defining Potential  
Exclusion Mechanisms

Indirect relations initially appear to apply 

to policy-related at-risk factors. Four at-risk 

indicators are at play with regards to both 

social and digital exclusion, namely: impact 

of regulatory framework, public service 

infrastructure, social rights and wellbeing. 

The concrete characteristics are however 

distinct. For example, for the at-risk indica-

tor wellbeing the characteristics of social 

exclusion are a lack of availability and access 

to care infrastructure and support, subject 

to substance abuse and a higher poverty risk 

amongst chronically ill individuals (Daly et 

al. 2008; Jehoel-Gijsbers and Vrooman 2007; 

Liamputtong 2007; Salemink and Strijker 

2012; Warren 2007). Digital exclusion on 

the other hand is characterized by a lack 

of usability standards, a lack of available 

and affordable adaptive technologies or a 

limited take-up of ICT-solutions for health 

issues (Boeltzig and Pilling 2007; Commu-

nities and Local Government 2008). Though 

both are grounded in the specific needs 

and requirements of individuals dependent 

on some kind of care and support, there 

appears to be no direct cause-effect relation. 

The lack of care infrastructure is no direct 

cause of design inequalities and vice versa. 

There is however an indirect influence. 

Regulating usability standards and the 

affordability of adaptive technologies would 

significantly improve the care and support 

infrastructure as they imply solutions to 

immediate ICT-related barriers and enable a 
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inclusion will become more important, and 

the costs of digital exclusion will become 

more apparent.”  

On the other hand, participating and liv-

ing in today’s society with no or very limited 

engagement with ICTs is still possible. More-

over, non-use can easily go hand in hand with 

an overall sense of wellbeing (Brants and 

Frissen 2003; van Deursen 2010). This implies 

that being digitally excluded can coincide 

with being socially included. Hence, the 

reasoning that personal characteristics and 

normative injunctions based upon individual 

choices or shaped by the social and cultural 

context have a more stringent impact on 

social than on digital exclusion. 

3.4 
Direct Causes and  
Consequences:  
Redefining Old and New 
Exclusion Mechanisms

The analysis presented in Figure 3.1 

indicates that the direct relation between 

social and digital exclusion is twofold. On 

the one hand social exclusion mechanisms 

are transmitted to digital exclusion. On the 

other hand digital exclusion mechanisms 

are reinforcing old and creating new mecha-

nisms of social exclusion. The at-risk factors 

of social exclusion that are continued, and 

moreover amplified in the digital field are 

related to skills (i.e. cognitive, social, soft, 

financial, language and education), finan-

cial strength (i.e. employment, income and 

economic opportunities), social support 

networks, socio-spatial inequalities and 

self-determination (i.e. agency, participa-

tion in decision-making bodies). For social 

exclusion is also characterized by a lack of 

sense of belonging to society, the inability to 

live according to common societal and cul-

tural norms or a lack of life satisfaction and 

overall wellbeing (Helsper 2008; Jehoel-Gi-

jsbers and Vrooman 2007; Lager et al. 2013; 

Witte and Mannon 2010). In the digital field, 

however, the effect of these at-risk factors 

is indirect, complex and contradictory in 

nature. The influence of cultural resources 

(i.e. gender, age and ethnicity) on digital 

exclusion remains fairly limited as they 

mainly define the context, diversity and 

intensity of usage patterns, without direct 

societal consequences (Brotcorne et al. 2010; 

Hargittai 2007; Lee 2008). Gender defined 

ICT-use patterns imply that women use 

ICTs in a different way than men, which as 

such, is not a problem, as long as these use 

patterns are accompanied by societal advan-

tages (Brandtzaeg et al. 2010; van Dijk 2003). 

The situation is similar with regards to age 

and ethnicity: usage patterns are developed 

according to daily wants and needs, or com-

mon cultural practices. Offline behavior, 

life style, life choices, daily practices or a 

rejection of digital as the overall accepted 

normative stance, undoubtedly define (non-) 

engagement with ICTs (Doyle 2008; Haché 

and Centeno 2011). Differences in usage do 

not imply that mechanisms of exclusion are 

present, but with the growing importance of 

digital participation this is becoming ever 

more likely. Or as Livingstone and Helsper 

(2007, p. 424) emphasize: 

“People may approach learning, careers 

advice, participation or any other social ben-

efit through both online and offline means, 

with the balance of resources still greatly 

favouring offline routes to inclusion. If and 

when this balance alters, online routes to 
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2006). Low levels of agency, self-efficacy and 

problem-solving skills also hinder an au-

tonomous use of ICTs and the development 

of digital skills through trial-and-error and 

other autodidact ways (Haché and Cullen 

2010; van Dijk 2005). Consequently, a lack 

of social, soft and cognitive skills increases 

the need for support, creates more depend-

ency on others and reinforces feelings and 

mechanisms of disempowerment. An 

underlying hypothesis is that, in today’s 

digital society, autonomy leads to empow-

erment whereas a lack of autonomy leads 

to vulnerability (Pierson 2012). 

The reinforcement of old and the creat-

ing of new mechanisms of social exclusion 

due to digital exclusion mechanisms mainly 

applies to at-risk factors related to cultural 

characteristics (i.e. gender, age, and eth-

nicity), normative injunctions (i.e. values, 

attitudes and opinions, societal norms, 

cultural norms) and political resources (i.e. 

regulatory framework, socio-spatial oppor-

tunities and public service infrastructure). 

Moreover, the digital norm implemented 

within a society and the ability of indi-

viduals to access, find and benefit from 

opportunities and support networks have a 

decisive influence. The rapid and ongoing 

digitization of public and private services 

in all life domains is pushing towards the 

obligatory use of ICTs, thus creating mech-

anisms of user disempowerment, limiting 

the individual ability to make free digital 

choices and thus leading to diminished 

feelings of wellbeing (Crang et al. 2006; 

Helsper 2008; Mariën and Prodnik 2014). 

Those who do not wish to use ICTs or those 

who do not have the ability and opportunity 

to easily engage with ICTs are increasingly 

being excluded from commonly accepted 

and digital exclusion, these at-risk factors 

and their characteristics are identical. In 

other words, regarding skills, financial 

strength, support networks, socio-spatial 

inequalities and self-determination, 

the old and deep-rooted mechanisms of 

social exclusion are transposed to digital 

exclusion. For example, unemployment 

and poverty hinder people from acquiring 

a certain degree of financial independ-

ence and stability. Logically, this causes a 

limited capacity to acquire qualitative and 

sustainable home access to ICTs, pay for 

the secondary costs that go hand in hand 

with the use of ICTs or take advantage 

of package deals or bundling of services 

(Brotcorne et al. 2010; Livingstone and Hel-

sper 2007; Pena-Lopez 2009; van Deursen 

2010; van Dijk 2005). Lack of compliance 

with formal education, negative learning 

experiences, poor educational achievement, 

lack of recognition of certification schemes, 

differing learning styles and learning needs 

hamper engagement in formal and lifelong 

education in general, but also in additional 

ICT-related courses (Brotcorne et al. 2009; 

Heeley and Damodaran 2009; Mariën and 

Van Audenhove 2008). These mechanisms 

of limited participation in education seem 

to co-exist and apply to learning trajectories 

in general, disregarding the field, focus and 

topic of the course or training (Salemink 

and Strijker 2014). Low levels of self-esteem, 

confidence, self-efficacy, communication 

competences and problem-solving capabil-

ities hamper social interactions and auton-

omy in daily life, and also limit interaction 

with or about ICTs. Moreover, they go hand 

in hand with so-called button anxiety – e.g. 

being subject to feelings of fear and anxiety 

when having to deal with ICTs (van Dijk 
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or population group, more than another, 

succeeds in taking immediate added value 

out of their ICT-use (Hüsing and Selhofer 

2004; van Dijk 2005). Mechanisms of social 

exclusion also apply when and where indi-

viduals are disabled from benefiting from 

the added value of different networks in 

terms of support or opportunities (Crang et 

al. 2007; Warren 2007). Support networks 

provide opportunities of use, stimulate the 

development of digital skills and deliver 

vital information about new and valuable 

applications. More and more, support 

networks (i.e. social and cultural capital 

communities) are transferred to online 

environments, incapacitating non-proficient 

or limited users to make part of or rely 

on these digitized networks (Bakardjieva 

2005; Brotcorne et al. 2010; Graham 2002; 

Haddon 2006; Stewart 2007; van Dijk 2005). 

In other words, the ongoing digitization of 

our daily routines and practices, in all life 

domains, proportionally increases the risk 

of reinforcing existing and creating new 

mechanisms of social exclusion.

3.5 
A Critical Perspective on 
Digital Inequality Frame-
works
Overall, as Figure 3.1 shows, the compar-

ison of at-risk factors and their defining 

characteristics spread across five types 

of resources – personal, social, cultural, 

economic and political – clearly reveals that 

there are a vast number indirect and direct 

influential relations between social and 

digital exclusion mechanisms. To current 

date, only a very limited number of frame-

entitlements such as services, work, educa-

tion or information (Mariën and Prodnik 

2014). People who live in ‘underserved’ rural 

areas especially face difficulties in acquir-

ing access to public services (Salemink 

and Strijker 2012). The spatial factor of 

rurality can even result in a so-called ‘rural 

penalty’: people who live at a distant from 

services – in some cases by choice, in some 

cases as a given fact – have limited access to 

these services. Their physical remoteness is 

reinforced by their limited access to digital 

connections, thereby putting these people 

at risk of digital and social exclusion (Ma-

lecki 2003; Townsend et al. 2013). Or as van 

Deursen and van Dijk (2010, p. 909) explain 

more profoundly: 

“…there are strong indications that large 

parts of the population will be excluded 

from actual and effective Internet use … In 

the beginning, groups with fewer internet 

skills will be persuaded in negative ways; 

flights will be booked, concerts will be 

sold out, jobs will be given away, and dates 

will primarily be granted to those having 

access. Continuing the transformations 

towards the Internet in the most important 

domains of life will eventually lead to seri-

ous problems is the lack of internet skills 

among large parts of the population is not 

accounted for.”

In particular, this occurs when there is a 

discrepancy between individual proficiency 

levels, cultural and context defined usage 

patterns and the level of digitization within 

society. Negative consequences occur when 

individuals are disabled or prevented from 

grasping the fundamental added value of 

ICT-usage (Brotcorne et al. 2010; Hargittai 

2010; Witte and Mannon 2010; Zillien and 

Hargittai 2009). Or yet, when one individual 
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describes digital inequalities as a vicious 

circle that is initiated with each new ICT 

that appears on the market and is predeter-

mined by personal categorical inequalities 

such as age, gender, ethnicity, intelligence, 

personality and health; and positional cat-

egorical inequalities such as labor position, 

education, household and nation. Within 

this model, access to ICTs is considered as 

a multi-faceted concept that entails four 

kinds of successive levels of access, e.g. 

motivational access, material access, skills 

access and finally usage access, based 

upon the precondition that one should 

first be motivated in order to move towards 

the actual acquirement of physical access, 

and next, one can develop the necessary 

skills and start making use of ICTs. 

The approach proposed by Van Dijk is 

valid because the key focus of his analysis 

is the exclusion of individuals due to the 

integration of ICTs in all aspects of society. 

It thus touches upon what needs to be at the 

core of digital inequality research. Moreover, 

it provides a highly detailed level of analysis 

because of the extensive categorizations con-

cealed within the model. For example, usage 

access is considered in terms of frequency, 

applications and costs. Skills access is – at 

least in the initial model of 2003 – analyzed 

according to operational, information and 

strategic skills. In later models (2005, 2014) 

formal and communication skills were re-

spectively added. Another asset is its focus on 

exclusion and inclusion. As such, it focuses 

on defining the issues at hand, while also 

bringing policy-oriented solutions to the fore. 

Table 3.2 provides a brief overview of the 

main strengths and weaknesses of Van Dijk’s 

model. 

works exist that theoretically try to identify 

and explain the causal link between social 

and digital inequalities; or provide an 

overall view of the various aspects that 

define the different mechanisms of digital 

inequalities. However, no overview exists of 

the different premises of these models, and 

how they identify the influential relation be-

tween social and digital inequalities. What 

are their main strengths and weaknesses? 

Are these models in line with the findings of 

our comparison of at-risk factors and their 

characteristics or do they highlight other or 

additional interdependencies? This section 

therefore discusses three largely recognized 

theoretical and conceptual models for ex-

plaining digital exclusion, namely van Dijk’s 

Model on Resources and Appropriation 

(2003), Gilbert’s Model on the Interconnect-

edness of Urban and Digital Inequalities 

(2010), and Helsper’s Corresponding Fields 

Model for Digital Exclusion (2012). 

3.5.1  

Van Dijk’s Model: Renowned but in 

Need of an Update

Van Dijk’s theoretical model (2003), entitled 

‘A Causal Model of Resources and Appropri-

ation Theory’, is based upon 4 key elements 

that consecutively influence each other. The 

core argument of his model is that personal 

and positional categorical inequalities 

(element 1) produce inequalities at the level 

of the distribution of resources (element 2), 

which in turn cause inequalities regarding 

people’s access to ICTs (element 3), which 

in a next step bring about inequalities of 

people’s level of participation in society 

(element 4), which finally negatively influ-

ence the categorical inequalities and the 

distribution of resources. As such, van Dijk 
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various life domains, and through various 

means individuals are increasingly obliged 

to engage with ICTs, independent of their 

intrinsic motivation to do so. Also, Van Dijk 

defines unequal access to information and 

networks as the central element of inequali-

ties in the information and network society. 

In today’s society, not only information 

and networks are being digitized at a rapid 

pace. All kinds of services, very divers and 

common routines as making a doctor’s 

appointment, or consulting the school 

results of children, are transformed into 

digital by default. Aren’t digital inequalities 

then increasingly being defined by the indi-

vidual ability to deal with the current digital 

push that steers the ongoing digitization 

of services and life domains, instead of the 

individual motivation to engage with ICTs? 

Or in other words, isn’t a revision of the 

consecutive nature of the model called for? 

Though valid and often used for studying 

and analyzing the digital divide, the model 

of Van Dijk is also subject to a vast number 

of critiques. First, digital inequalities are 

described as the differences in the four 

types of access – motivation, material, skills 

and usage – between relative dichotomous 

groups based upon socio-economic char-

acteristics: employed versus unemployed, 

young versus old, high status versus low 

status or high educated versus non educat-

ed. However, empirical research increas-

ingly questions the focus on dichotomies 

and socio-economic characteristics, and 

points at defining differences between 

distinct user typologies instead (Brandtzaeg 

et al. 2010; Schurmans and Mariën 2013). 

A second and more fundamental critique 

is if the consecutive nature of the model 

continues to be valid today, seen the ongo-

ing and relentless digitization of society? 

Is the fundamental first step towards the 

take-up of ICTs still whether individuals are 

motivated to use ICTs? In many ways, on 

Table 3.2 | Van Dijk’s Causal Model of Resources and Appropriation Theory (2003): Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Van Dijk (2003)

Causal Model of 
Resources and 
Appropriation 
Theory

• Examines causes and effects between 
social and digital exclusion

• Fundamental key focus is the exclu-
sion of individuals due to the integra-
tion of ICTs in all aspects of society.

• Comprehensive categorization of 3 
types of digital skills: Operational, 
information and strategic 

• Comprehensive categorization of us-
age: frequency, applications and costs

• Distribution of resources and support 
networks as a positional good

• Focus on exclusion and inclusion

• Consecutive nature of the overall 
model

• Consecutive nature of the conceptual-
ization of access

• Focus on describing differences in 4 
types of access between relative di-
chotomous groups based upon S.E.S. 
defined characteristics

• Based upon willingness to engage 
with ICTs

• Fourfold access to ICTs as a deter-
mining factor for societal participation

• No focus on soft skills, autonomy or 
self-efficacy

• Only quantitative research
• Unequal access information as the 

central element of inequalities in the 
information society
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technological and social capital, building 

on Bourdieu’s (1986) notion of the various 

forms of capital. Third, by placing daily 

activity patterns in the field of education, 

work, leisure and more, as central features 

that shape these two types of capital, and 

shape the technological capacity and social 

networks at individual level. Gilbert states 

that digital inequalities are mutually con-

stituted through urban inequalities, and 

moreover, that the place-specific context 

defines technology needs, ICT-readiness 

and the ability to access and use techno-

logical and social capital. 

The model presented by Gilbert looks 

promising, as it is one of the first attempts 

to integrate the role of space, place and pow-

er in the constitution of digital inequalities. 

As Table 3.3 shows, the model is marked by 

various strengths and weaknesses. Contrary 

to a vast part of digital inequality research, 

3.5.2  

The Black Box of Place and Space: A 

Critical Analysis of Gilbert’s Model

The model presented by Gilbert, a professor 

of Geography and Urban Studies in the US, 

logically puts place and space, along with 

power, at the center of analysis. Moreover, 

it connects digital inequalities to broader 

theories on inequality by building the mod-

el around four scales on which inequalities 

arise: (inter)national, metropolitan, com-

munity or neighborhood, and individual 

or lived experience. The model focuses 

extensively on the idea of mutual shaping.  

First, with regards to how processes of 

inequalities shape and are shaped in rela-

tion to four fields: labor markets, housing 

markets, public services and non-profit 

organizations. Second, with regards to how 

this broader socio-spatial context shapes 

and is shaped by two types of capital: 

Table 3.3 | Gilbert’s Model for Examining Urban Inequalities and Digital Divides (2010): Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Gilbert (2010)

Model for 
Examining Urban 
Inequalities and 
Digital Divides

• Importance of place, scale and power
• Interconnections of daily activities and 

experiences
• Views digital developments as part of 

broader inequality
• The role of spatial contexts in dealing 

with technological change is incor-
porated

• It studies relative (dis)empowerment 
of people instead of a ‘have’ and 
‘have not’ dichotomy

• Explanatory aspect is limited
• Focus on urban United States, 

meaning that interconnections could 
be different in other geographical and 
socio-spatial contexts

• Relevance for non-urbanized spatial 
contexts remains undiscussed; scales 
are only operationalized for urban/
metropolitan areas 

• Its recognition of complexity, rela-
tional elements, and intersectionality 
makes it difficult to operationalize for 
research

• Personal characteristics are ad-
dressed only indirectly
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the overall complexity of the model caused 

by the mutual influential relations between 

the various elements, makes it difficult to 

effectively use or operationalize the model 

for empirical research. Third, Gilbert’s model 

is grounded within an urban context in the 

US. It remains to be discussed to what extent 

the model can also be translated to a rural 

environment, or other geographical and 

socio-spatial contexts. 

3.5.3  

From Offline to Digital Fields and Back:  

A Critical Analysis of Helsper’s Model

The Corresponding Fields Model devel-

oped by Helsper (2012) is also inspired 

by Bourdieu’s work (1990) and connects 

four offline fields to four digital fields of 

exclusion: the social, cultural, economic 

and personal field. Each of these fields is 

further defined by a number of resources. 

For example, the offline economic field en-

tails income, employment and education as 

crucial resources. The corresponding digital 

field beholds the resources commerce and 

finance, and information and learning. Hel-

sper has identified two types of cause-effect 

relations: (1) from the offline fields to the 

digital fields, determined by three social 

impact mediators, namely access, skills 

and attitude; and (2) from the digital fields 

to offline fields, defined by digital impact 

mediators, namely relevance, quality, owner-

ship and sustainability aspects of different 

types of engagement with ICTs. Fields are 

in this regard seen as the distinct spheres 

of influence in everyday life and the frame 

of reference for individual action. Helsper 

argues that digital and social exclusion 

relate mostly for similar fields of resources. 

Or, in other words, that social exclusion 

it clearly goes beyond the individual level 

and approaches digital inequalities from a 

macro, meso and micro perspective. More-

over, by focusing on place, scale and power 

from these various perspectives, Gilbert’s 

work leads to fundamental, but yet under 

researched questions, such as “how does 

the availability of different kinds of jobs for 

different people impact the development of 

technological capital” (Gilbert 2010, p. 1012) 

or “how do local labor markets, the quality 

of schools, or the availability of public ser-

vices such as libraries explain variations 

in access and use of ICTs?” (Gilbert 2010, 

p.1006). As such, she follows Bourdieu’s idea 

of habitus and how various forms of capital 

and life experiences become embodied 

(Bourdieu, 1990). Also exceptional is the cen-

tral place that is given to individual agency 

and moreover, how this agency is influenced 

– developed or restrained – by structures, 

in which the socio-spatial context is a key 

feature. 

However, some critical remarks on Gil-

bert’s model are called for. First, there is a 

clear lack of in-depth incorporation of ICT-re-

lated barriers. These are now somehow hid-

den in the notion of technological capital and 

technological capacity but the model does 

not provide a more in-depth categorization of 

what this concretely entails. Are skills taken 

into consideration? If so, what type of skills? 

The same goes for other immediate ICT-re-

lated barriers such as motivation, access and 

usage. Second, the model can be applied to 

identify and question processes and influen-

tial relationships between macro, meso and 

micro level. However, the explanatory aspect, 

on why these processes occur, amongst which 

at-risk groups or what solutions might be 

developed, remains underexposed. Moreover, 
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the model remains hypothetical, Helsper 

clearly phrases how easy and straightfor-

ward the operationalization of the model for 

empirical research could be. The description 

of the model is highly detailed, and for each 

of the resources, an extensive description 

of defining indicators and characteristics 

is added. As such, the model represents 

an-hands-on-tool for researching digital 

inequalities and easily allows additional 

exercises to unravel the complexity of the 

influential relation between social and 

digital exclusion and back. As Helsper in-

dicates, it would for example allow testing 

the hypothesis of the Matthew effect for 

various fields. 

However, the model developed by Helsper 

has its limitations. First, the structure of 

the model appears very straight forwarded. 

Exclusion in the offline economic field leads 

to exclusion in the digital economic field. 

Exclusion in the digital personal field leads 

mechanisms in the personal field coincide 

with digital exclusion mechanisms in the 

digital field and vice versa. The model 

entails both macroeconomic, meso-social 

and micro psychological factors, based upon 

the argumentation that only by studying 

these distinct spheres of influence together, 

abstraction can be made of cause-effect 

relations.

The model developed by Helsper is the 

most recent, and hence, takes a vast number 

of the existing critiques on digital exclusion 

research into account. Table 3.4 provides 

a comprehensive overview of the strengths 

and weaknesses of Helsper’s model. An 

undoubted added value of the model is that 

resources are placed at the core. Instead of 

looking at individual flaws, Helsper brings 

contextual factors into play by adding par-

ticular resources to particular offline or dig-

ital fields. As such, it combines the influence 

of both agency and structure. Also, though 

Table 3.4 | Helsper’s Corresponding Fields Model for the Links between Social and Digital Exclusion (2012):   
 Strengths and Weaknesses

Strengths Weaknesses

Helsper (2012)

Corresponding 
Fields Model for 
the Links between 
Social and Digital 
Exclusion

• Examines causes and effects of social 
exclusion on digital exclusion and vice 
versa

• The sustainability of digital engage-
ment is introduced to assess relative 
inclusion or exclusion

• Combined focus on macroeconomic, 
meso-social and micropsychological 
factors

• Resources are placed at the core of 
the model

• Straightforward model that is rather 
easy to operationalize for empirical 
research

• It takes a rather deterministic 
viewpoint that social exclusion leads 
to digital exclusion, which then will 
deepen the social exclusion; meaning 
it is only selectively bidirectional

• Pre-defined normative assumption on 
what digital inclusion should look like; 
cultural and political engagement as 
the norm

• Mainly framed around the individual 
and his context, or individual action 

• The model appears too straightfor-
ward, linking the offline field with its 
corresponding digital field might lead 
to ignoring how they are linked and 
mutually influence each other
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new media policies in order to enable indi-

viduals to become empowered, active and 

capable media users. Peters (2014) gives 

a comprehensive and critical overview of 

how human rights principles are being and 

should be applied to the Internet. Selwyn 

(2003), in turn, uses various dimensions 

of participation in society as a potential 

framework for defining key digital inclu-

sion policy priorities. Bianchi et al. (2006) 

take that approach one step further and 

frame inclusion as:

“a normative imperative, consisting of a 

set of individual entitlements to fundamen-

tal human freedoms, autonomy, dignity 

and equitable participation in society. 

Each citizen should be able to claim these 

entitlements on the basis of the universally 

agreed canon of human rights.” (Bianchi et 

al. 2006, p. 1-2)

Moreover, various scholars highlight the 

promising potential of ICTs for developing 

broader societal goals such as improving 

health, stimulating learning or enabling 

economic opportunities and societal par-

ticipation (Bianchi et al. 2006; Haché and 

Cullen 2010; Notley and Foth 2008; Steyn 

and Johanson 2011). It is amongst others 

this potential for empowerment, inclusion 

and participation that has initiated the idea 

of considering access to ICTs as a human 

right and an entitlement to be strived for, 

see for example, the discussion paper by 

Unesco (2013) on Internet universality. 

However, taking access to ICTs as a 

human right, and consequently the idea 

of Universal Access as a starting point of 

reflection and policies, is accompanied 

by a number of risks and potentially per-

verse effects (Witte and Mannon 2010). It 

neglects two important questions. First, is 

to exclusion in the offline social field and so 

on for each of the identified fields. This nearly 

automatic and mechanical link between an 

offline field and its corresponding digital 

field entails a high risk of ignoring or under-

estimating how the various fields, whether 

offline or digital, are interconnected and 

mutually influence each other. As such, it also 

takes a rather deterministic viewpoint that 

social exclusion inherently leads to digital 

exclusion, which then will deepen the social 

exclusion. An in-depth conceptual exercise 

of the influential relationship between the 

resources itself, instead of the corresponding 

offline and digital fields, would bring more 

nuance and detail into understanding the 

link between social and digital exclusion. 

3.6 
ICTs as Entitlement: A  
Human Rights Perspective

When reflecting about renewed approaches 

for studying digital inequalities, ideas on 

integrating a human rights perspective 

always submerge. This is quite logic, seen 

how extensively digital inequalities are 

interwoven with social inequalities, and 

consequently how solutions are intertwined 

with social inclusion policies (Haché and 

Cullen 2010; Martinez and Mesa del Olmo 

2010; Tsatsou 2011). More yet – especially 

in the field of digital inclusion policies and 

practices – human rights and the social, 

economic and cultural participation they 

entail, are brought to the fore as the overall 

normative stance for identifying solutions 

(Bianchi et al. 2006; Steyn and Johanson 

2011). Mansell (2002), for example, propos-

es a rights-based approach for redefining 
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3.7 
Sen’s Capabilities and 
Freedom frameworks:  
Lessons Learnt 
In order to bring focus to these broader, 

yet highly individualized goals of em-

powerment, participation and inclusion, 

Sen’s capability approach (1993, 2001) is 

increasingly being applied to frame media 

entitlements in a more comprehensive way 

that exceeds mere access and usage (Bi-

anchi et al. 2006; Mansell 2002; Garnham 

1997). Claims are made that the capability 

approach places the individual at the center 

of inclusion policies (Bianchi et al. 2006). Or, 

that stimulating the development of capa-

bilities, allows individuals to make free and 

informed choices about their (non-) engage-

ments with ICTs (Helsper 2008; Nussbaum 

2000; Selwyn and Facer 2007). Consequently, 

one of the central questions of digital 

inclusion initiatives has become how the 

overall capabilities of socially and digitally 

excluded individuals can be developed so as 

to allow an autonomous, empowered and 

self-conscious (non-) use of ICTs. Obviously, 

Sen’s framework has dealt with the same 

questions for development. What needs to be 

measured and improved in order to increase 

autonomy and empowerment? Previous 

development theories looked at utility, meas-

ured in money as a proxy for utility or directly 

by mapping access to certain resources. The 

problem with access is that it is relative to 

ones’ position and the society one is in. More 

yet, not all resources are equally required by 

the same person: 

“For example, a poor person with a para-

sitic stomach ailment may prefer two kilos 

of rice over one, in much the same way that 

everybody capable of using the Internet and 

secondly does this increase their autonomy 

or freedom? If we invest in diffusing new 

media, can we make sure that civilians 

are more free or empowered, and increase 

their overall societal inclusion and partic-

ipation? Or are we merely helping capital 

to find new markets through self-fulfilling 

prophecies of connectedness (van Dijck 

2013) resulting in more subsumption of the 

prosumer commodity (Fuchs 2012). Or is 

like Mansell (2002, p. 6) indicates, another 

approach needed, that focuses on skills and 

capabilities:

“Once connected, there are no grounds for 

simply assuming that citizens will be empow-

ered to be able to conduct their social lives in 

meaningful ways. There is, therefore, a grow-

ing need to examine whether the deployment 

of new media is consistent with ensuring that 

the majority of citizens acquire the necessary 

capabilities for interpreting and acting upon 

a social world that is intensively mediated by 

the new media.”

Such reflections are consistent with the 

findings brought to the fore by civil society 

organizations in the field of digital inclusion. 

Delivering mere ICT-access to individuals 

does not lead to an automatic amelioration 

of their societal position (Bianchi et al. 2006). 

Instead, a comprehensive approach is needed 

with a focus on combating the various ICT-re-

lated barriers (i.e. access, skills, attitude, op-

portunities of use, support resources...) while 

framed within social policy initiatives (Notley 

and Foth 2008; Wright and Wadhwa 2010). 
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to utilitarian approaches. Individuals may 

still chose to disregard these life goals be-

cause they favour other goals or are unable 

to change resources in functionings due 

to lack of particular resources, which are 

indirectly related to a good. To escape the 

shortcomings of utilitarian approaches and 

account for individual heterogeneity, Sen 

introduces capability sets that constitute all 

feasible functionings available to a person 

(Sen 2001, p. 75), including freedom of choice. 

Individuals can still decide not to convert 

a possible functioning into an achieved 

functioning. This means that a capability 

is a potential functioning if all conversion 

factors are present (Robeyns 2005). Robeyns 

(2005, p. 99) has deepened and diversified the 

definition of conversion factors by identifying 

three groups: (1) personal conversion factors  

(e.g. metabolism, physical condition, sex, 

reading skills, intelligence) influence how 

a person can convert the characteristics of 

a commodity into a functioning; (2) social 

conversion factors (e.g. public policies, social 

norms, discriminating practices, gender 

roles, societal hierarchies, power relations); 

and, (3) environmental conversion factors 

(e.g. climate, geographical location). Accord-

ing to Sen the ultimate goal of development 

is freedom that can either be instrumental 

or intrinsic. Instrumental freedoms are basic 

freedoms required to develop and enable 

other types of freedom that in turn can again 

be instrumental or intrinsic. The ultimate 

goal of Sen’ framework for development is 

intrinsic freedom, or in other words, to have a 

complete capability set. A major shortcoming 

of Sen’s work, however, is that he refrains 

from defining intrinsic capabilities because 

they depend on individual and cultural 

preferences. Nussbaum criticizes Sen’s lack of 

another person – equally poor but with no 

ailment – may, but it would be hard to argue 

that both do equally well with, say, one kilo of 

rice.” (Sen 2001, p. 69) 

Also, actors may be free to refrain from 

consuming these resources, which is different 

from not being able to consume them. For 

example, a person fasting may have access to 

food, but chooses not to. This last example is 

similar to the digitally self-excluded. In these 

cases access to goods and capital are bad 

parameters for freedom. Societies on the oth-

er hand, create particular expectations with 

regard to necessary goods and services: 

“By necessaries I understand not only the 

commodities which are indispensably neces-

sary for the support of life, but whatever the 

custom of the country renders it indecent for 

creditable people, even the lowest order, to be 

without.” (Sen 1981, p. 18 in Garnham, 1997)

So, a society has certain ‘necessaries’ that 

are required to coincide with the overall 

common normative standard in society. 

Necessaries may at first hand seem physical 

resources, but they should be more broadly 

interpreted, as they can also consist of, for 

example, access to information or education.

Sen proposed to stop measuring factors 

that were only indirectly related to wellbeing 

by focusing on functionings or “the various 

things a person may value doing or being.” 

(Sen 2001, p. 75). A person’s wellbeing could 

than be evaluated by analyzing the various 

functionings achieved in that person’s life. It 

is however important to note the difference 

between wellbeing and agency. Because not 

all functionings are achieved by one isolated 

person. Being able to vote for example, or 

having food is usually not achieved by one 

person only (Robeyns 2005). However, a 

focus on mere functionings would be similar 
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in which a majority has all the advantages 

while a minority is living a worst-case sce-

nario. The results of the comparison of at-

risk factors and their characteristics confirm 

the reality of the Matthew-effect in the field 

of digital exclusion, as already indicated 

several years ago by van Dijk (2003, 2005). 

Some advantaged groups are in other words, 

continuously able to improve their societal 

position, whereas disadvantaged groups are 

not. However, it remains unclear whether 

there’s a fundamental imbalance within 

today’s Western societies between these 

advantaged and disadvantaged groups. 

The reality is that adoption figures of access, 

use and skills tend to show overtly positive 

evolvements. Whereas research on digital 

exclusion clearly indicates that a vast part 

of individuals is not following the digital (r)

evolution. Consequently, starting to consider 

ICTs as entitlements is only possible if one 

recognizes the potential benefits on the one 

hand, and the concrete deprivations on the 

other hand. According to Garnham (1997, 

p. 123) this means that one has to see what 

capabilities people without ICTs are deprived 

from: “For instance, while I personally hate 

the mobile phone, we have to recognize that 

mobility widens the capability set and is a 

functioning that is increasingly widely avail-

able. Are those without it now sufficiently 

disadvantaged to make it an entitlement?” It 

also implies that it is important to invest in 

longitudinal research on the convergence be-

tween human rights, entitlements and digital 

inequalities and how each of these aspects 

is influenced by the ongoing digitization of 

services and society in general. 

But these reflections on ICTs as entitlements 

should also be reframed more critically. If a 

society has to rely on a technology it does not 

fundamental freedoms, these are required to 

create: “fundamental entitlements that are to 

some extent independent of the preferences 

that people happen to have, preferences 

shaped, often, by unjust background condi-

tions.” (Nussbaum 2003, p.48).

3.8 
ICTs as Entitlement: Really? 
In spite of a broader approach on capabilities, 

the fundamental question for defining key 

priorities for digital inclusion remains wheth-

er ICTs can and should be considered as an 

entitlement and a basic human right. Trans-

lating Sen’s approach to digital inequalities 

implies that ICTs can only be entitlements 

if they are not merely considered as func-

tionings but also conversion factors for other 

functionings. This has to be the case to such 

an extent that individuals without this con-

version factor – ICTs – are disadvantaged and 

unable to access particular capabilities. In 

other words, when these individuals are de-

prived of capabilities because access to ICTs 

is an instrumental freedom. Consequently, 

ICTs should only become an entitlement if 

benefits for a majority result in deprivations 

for a minority with regard to other important 

freedoms. For example, it is no longer pos-

sible to find jobs without ICTs, in that case, 

ICTs have become an irreversible part of job 

hunting for non-users. In this regard Mansell 

(2002) adds that access is not enough, and 

that other conversion factors such as skills 

should additionally be incorporated as enti-

tlements.

A crucial question in this regard is wheth-

er the continuous and rapid digitization of 

society is currently creating such a situation 
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litical resources, has undoubtedly shown that 

social and digital exclusion mechanisms are 

intertwined. Moreover, it emphasizes that dis-

tinct spheres of influences between social and 

digital exclusion are a reality. Digital exclusion 

is embedded in offline social exclusion, and 

with the ongoing digital developments, the 

digital realm starts to substantially affect the 

offline realm. However, the relation between 

social and digital exclusion is linear, circular, 

and in that sense not straightforward.

In the first place, this contribution points 

out that social inequalities do not at all 

times and under all circumstances lead to 

digital inequalities, as is too often and easily 

presumed. It clarifies that such a direct 

and unilateral cause-effect relationship 

foremost applies to skills, financial strength, 

social support networks, and socio-spatial 

characteristics. Consequently, resolving 

digital exclusion mechanism related to each 

of these aspects must automatically consist 

of simultaneously resolving the underlying 

mechanisms of social exclusion. For provid-

ing qualitative and sustained access, it im-

plies increasing the limited financial means 

of socially excluded individuals, or lowering 

the current costs of ICTs by way of alternative 

solutions such as a social tariff for Internet 

access. For skills, this means that an in-

creased focus is needed on the development 

of soft and social skills to increase confi-

dence, self-efficacy and autonomy. Increasing 

people’s soft skills is often a more necessary 

intervention than the actual provision of 

material goods such as access to ICTs. An 

ICT-ready mind is an important step towards 

adoption and actual sustainable usage. Also, 

additional research is needed to unravel and 

test (a) the hypothesis that autonomy leads to 

empowerment and that a lack of autonomy 

control, such as the Internet or social media, 

should we strive to make it an entitlement? 

Especially if this technology in itself is not 

yet finished or stabilized (Feenberg 2009). 

Defining unfinished ICTs as entitlements is 

a dangerous game where one risks to drive 

capitalist expansion while at the same time 

increasing digital(ized) conversion factors 

for fundamental freedoms. It means that 

entitlements are used to primarily drive 

economic considerations and only secondly 

fundamental freedoms. Also, non-users, 

whether by choice or not, beg the question if 

ICTs should ever be taken as the overall nor-

mative stance within society. These non-users 

may have valid arguments to resist progress 

and these are nullified if digital by default is 

set as the overall norm or better said as an 
unwanted entitlement. One might argue that 

many self-excluded users rely on proxy-users, 

but they are particular and spontaneous. It 

is impossible to depend on the benevolence 

of proxy-users in a universal human rights 

perspective. An ICTs-as-entitlements ap-

proach should make claims about the right to 

proxy-technologies or proxy-conversion fac-

tors. In other words, an entitlement approach 

has to question the digital by default instead 

of vindicating this default.

3.9 

Conclusion:  
Some Fundamental  
Questions for Digital  
Inequality Research

The analysis and comparison of at-risk fac-

tors and their characteristics, spread across 

personal, social, cultural, economic and po-
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is medium determinist and in favor of a sta-

tus quo, the reverse question “what happens 

if ICTs have become entitlements” is more 

critical and adds not only the inclusion of soft 

skills surrounding ICTs, but also the need 

to look for alternative conversion factors to 

guarantee instrumental freedoms. In other 

words, the fundamental point of reflection of 

solutions for digital inequalities should not 

be how to ensure that individuals are given 

the material goods they are entitled to for 

living according to the commonly accepted 

norms within a society, but instead, how 

individuals can be enabled to develop their 

capabilities and alternative resources so they 

can move autonomously and self-consciously 

towards their own pre-set goals.

leads to vulnerability; and (b) the hypothesis 

that a lack of soft skills leads to mechanisms 

of self-exclusion by not asking, not going 

after what one is entitled to, by not taking 

the necessary steps towards engagement in 

social networks, employment or other life 

domains. To sum up, this contribution has 

highlighted that the debate so far has creat-

ed substantial knowledge about individual 

capabilities and motivations, but the debate 

should now aim at understanding structures 

and mechanisms at meso and macro level.

In the second place, this contribution 

accentuates the growing risk of becoming 

socially excluded due to mechanisms of 

digital exclusion. It suggests a justified fear 

that the willingness and ability of individ-

uals to engage with ICTs will not continue 

to collide with the future and relentless 

digitization of society. The hypothesis is that 

the more processes and practices are digi-

tized by default, the higher the risk will be of 

reinforcing existing and creating new mecha-

nisms of social exclusion. In other words, the 

expectation is that new mechanisms of social 

exclusion will become more prominent in 

the future because formerly socially included 

groups will also become excluded. Conse-

quently, the question “when, with whom and 

how are digitization processes creating new 

mechanism of social exclusion” is a crucial 

aspect of future digital inequality research. 

This contribution also articulates a fun-

damental need to further examine the idea 

of recognizing ICTs as entitlements from a 

human rights perspective. Do digitization 

processes negatively influence internationally 

accepted entitlements and basic human 

rights such as employment, social security, 

housing or education? And, even though the 

question “what ICTs should be entitlements” 
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Abstract

Rural broadband is assumed to be a solution to a variety of rural issues, 

yet the delivery of broadband to rural areas remains problematic. On the 

basis of a database of 75 rural broadband initiatives in the Netherlands and 

the information gathered by studying two initiatives in-depth for a number 

of years, the authors discuss how citizens instigate and run initiatives to 

improve internet connectivity. The authors present an 8-stage model that 

demonstrates that citizens, governments and market players have impact on 

the completion of each of these stages, highlighting the neo-endogenous 

character of rural broadband. In this neo-endogenous context both 

established market players and governments find it difficult to relinquish 

their usual approaches. Market players attempt to frustrate initiatives with 

rigid policies in order to prevent their share of the market being threatened. 

On paper governments stress the importance of local action, but in 

practice they come up with wavering or generic policies, neglecting local 

organizational differences and frustrating the progress. The broadband 

initiatives are in a constant learning curve and require perseverance as well 

as social, intellectual and financial capital. The current conditions under 

which the local initiatives operate endanger the realization of broadband in 

rural areas in the Netherlands. 

Keywords

Rural broadband, Next Generation Access, Rural penalty, Local initiatives, 

Neo-endogenous development 
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between market players, governments on 

various levels, and local communities. This 

article discusses the emergence of these 

initiatives and their importance for the 

Dutch countryside and rural development. 

It consists of an analysis of 75 initiatives2 

spread across the Netherlands and a detailed 

multiannual analysis of two specific cases in 

the East Groningen region and the Northeast 

Drenthe region. On the basis of these data, 

the article shows which factors play a role in 

the success or failure of this type of initiative. 

Describing eight stages of rural broadband 

initiatives (see also Salemink et al., 2015a; 

Salemink & Strijker, 2015) allows us to 

clearly demonstrate that established market 

players and governments find it difficult to 

respond appropriately to this new approach 

to realizing broadband connections. The 

article concludes with a reflection on the role 

of the market and the various governments. 

These kind of citizen initiatives are not exclu-

sive to the issue of broadband. Other exam-

ples include initiatives for community care 

(Bokhorst, 2015), community transport (Ward 

et al., 2013), community shops (Calderwood & 

Davies, 2013), renewable energy (Callaghan & 

Williams, 2014). This paper shows, however, 

that broadband turns out to be a striking 

example of community action for rural de-

velopment, and the community learning that 

comes with it. 

4.1
Introduction
Since the emergence of the internet in the 

1990s, rural areas in advanced economies 

have been disadvantaged with respect to the 

development of their digital connections. 

The telecom market does not consider these 

areas to be sufficiently lucrative, as the num-

ber of potential users is low and the costs 

are high (Cambini & Jiang, 2009; Townsend 

et al., 2013). In most Western countries, 

national and regional governments are una-

ble – due to for example (EU) regulation – or 

unwilling – because of political and thus 

financial priorities – to provide rural citizens 

with high-speed internet. This is also the 

case in the Netherlands and has impacted 

a number of rural sectors and stakeholders 

(Salemink & Strijker, 2015). 

Recently, many local initiative groups 

came into being to create local solutions for 

this disadvantageous situation; in our case in 

the Netherlands, but for example the UK also 

has seen a rise in the number of initiatives 

(Ashmore et al., 2015). In these initiatives 

citizens, farmers, entrepreneurs, in collab-

oration with other local stakeholders, try to 

install fixed broadband networks or wireless 

solutions. Against the laws of the market, 

these initiatives try to realize a fast and 

reliable broadband connection – or Next Gen-

eration Access – for their community. There 

is some variation when it comes to speed and 

capacity, but a previous study has shown that 

most of them aim for an easily upscalable 

network – regarding both speed and number 

of users – of at least 30 Mbps and up to 100 

Mbps (Salemink & Strijker, 2015).

The emergence of these broadband ini-

tiatives has resulted in a complex interplay 

2. At the start of the analysis for this chapter in April 2015, 
the database consisted of 75 initiatives. In September 2015 the 
database consisted of 86 initiatives, covering 133 municipalities 
in all 12 provinces
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prefer to invest in urban areas with a high 

address density and a high market potential 

(Townsend et al., 2013). As many other gov-

ernments in Europe, the Dutch government 

does not regard high-speed internet access 

as a utility. However, she is convinced of 

the necessity of proper internet access in 

rural areas (Letter to the Dutch Parliament 

DGETM-TM/15027850, 2015) .  

The Dutch government has not yet found 

an instrument to resolve the market deficit. 

Furthermore, European regulations on the 

distribution of state funds have in the past 

prevented financial support from being 

directed towards establishing new networks 

(Cambini & Jiang, 2009). The European 

Commission recently adjusted its regulations 

in this respect. In the ‘white areas’ – areas 

with no more than one provider of basic 

broadband and no providers of Next Genera-

tion Access – authorities are allowed to offer 

financial support to improve internet connec-

tions (European Commission, 2013). 

In the Netherlands these ‘white areas’ 

mainly comprise rural areas, i.e. countryside 

areas outside the curtilage of villages, and 

business parks on the edge of towns (Stratix, 

2015). The exact number of affected address-

es is unknown, but two recent estimations 

indicate that between 200,000 and 220,000 

addresses, that is to say half a million inhab-

itants, and 60,000 companies have no access 

to future-proof internet – i.e. easily upscal-

able high-speed networks – all of which are 

located in rural areas (Salemink, 2014; Stratix 

2015). Malecki (2003, p. 201) places this lacu-

na in the broader context of faulty service in 

rural areas as compared to urban areas, also 

known as the ‘rural penalty’. 

4.2 
From digital divide to  
rural penalty

Rural communities have experienced great 

difficulties in keeping up with digital devel-

opments (Malecki, 2003). To this day they 

find themselves on the wrong side of what is 

known as the ‘digital divide’ (Townsend et 

al., 2015). These difficulties are comparable 

to earlier developments in the twentieth cen-

tury, when it proved to be difficult to equip 

the most isolated households with utilities 

such as water, electricity and telephone 

(Salemink et al., 2015b). The upgrading – or 

substitution – of the telephone network to 

internet technology has remained costly, if 

not altogether unprofitable, in rural areas 

(Cambini & Jiang, 2009). The telecommuni-

cation market was liberalized in the 1990s, 

at which time the market players (privatized 

state or municipal companies such as KPN 

and Ziggo in the Netherlands) became re-

sponsible for ensuring a suitable connection. 

There are a number of technologies on 

the market for providing internet connec-

tions, such as the telephone (ADSL or VDSL), 

but also ‘Next Generation Access’ (NGA) 

using coaxial cable, fibre-optic or mobile 

internet. The Dutch countryside generally 

does not have access to these NGA networks. 

Almost rural addresses do have access to a 

basic form of internet through a telephone 

line, even in the most remote places, but the 

available minimum speed then is approxi-

mately 2Mb/Sec (Stratix, 2015; www.breed-

bandatlas.nl). Due to low address density – 

and thus insufficient numbers of customers 

– and long digging distances, rural areas 

are not an attractive area of investment 

for telecommunications companies. They 
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Such local actions in response to the 

market deficit are reshaping the relationship 

between external and local stakeholders in 

rural areas. This is also known as neo-endog-

enous rural development (Shucksmith, 2010; 

Bosworth et al., 2015). For decades regional 

and rural development was primarily driven 

by external parties, such as national govern-

ments that decentralized national services 

to peripheral areas. Since the emergence of 

more neoliberal policy agendas in the 1990s, 

exogenous actors have been less active in 

stimulating this process. As a result, rural 

areas and communities have had to increas-

ingly rely on their ‘endogenous resources’ 

(Terluin, 2003; Dargan & Shucksmith, 

2008). However, in the case of broadband, 

rural communities cannot manage with 

endogenous resources alone. Social, intel-

lectual and financial capital are required 

(Bourdieu, 1986) to create a broadband net-

work, for instance to establish and maintain 

contacts with external parties such as gov-

ernments, market parties, IT consultants, 

financial institutions, property owners. Fur-

thermore, every separate negotiation with 

one of these contacts requires sector-specific 

knowledge and competencies, highlighting 

the multifaceted and complex nature of 

rural broadband. Crucial in this is that these 

forms of capital are not available in equal 

measure in all rural areas (see also The 

Netherlands Institute for Social Research, 

2015), which begs the question as to what 

will be the spatial impact of the current 

approach of the Dutch government. 

4.3 
Market failure as a  
driver for local initiatives

Various actors in rural areas suffer daily 

from limitations on their internet capacity. 

Companies have trouble conducting their 

business, farmers are unable to operate 

their digitally controlled machines, those 

in need are unable to receive the newest 

digital forms of care, and young family 

members experience problems in digital 

learning environments (Farrington et al., 

2015; Townsend et al., 2015). As a result, the 

quality of internet connections is increas-

ingly becoming a decisive location factor, 

particularly in those rural areas that are 

under pressure from ageing and a shrinking 

population (PBL Netherlands Environmen-

tal Assessment Agency, 2013). LaRose et 

al. (2011) state that, in fact, the problem of 

service decline and remoteness in general 

could for a large part be solved by improved 

digital connectivity, yet so far the quality 

of digital connectivity only highlights the 

remoteness of rural areas. 

Irritation, but also hope for a better future 

with a quick and reliable internet connection, 

has driven active citizens and entrepreneurs 

to create their own initiatives and establish 

a Next Generation Access network. They no 

longer trust that the market will provide an 

affordable solution in due course. Often their 

ideal is a fully open network accessible to all 

service providers and owned by a local coop-

erative (Salemink & Bosworth, 2014). They 

wish to manage the network themselves and 

no longer be dependent on external telecom 

companies for potential solutions, ensuring 

a future-proof network which can promote 

community resilience (Ashmore et al., 2015).
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such as policy makers and rural broadband 

initiatives. These contacts resulted in a first 

version of our database of initiatives and 

gave a first impression that rural broadband 

initiatives were a phenomenon of growing 

importance (Salemink & Strijker, 2015).

Building on these first results and using 

an online inventory and online call3 we provi-

sionally traced 75 broadband initiatives that 

were active in Dutch rural areas (as per April 

2015). These 75 initiatives are spread across 

all 12 provinces and cover 116 municipalities, 

primarily outside the Randstad area. The 

amount of information varies per initiative, 

but it is sufficient to provide a general picture 

of the Dutch broadband landscape. We doc-

umented and described broadband initiative 

groups on the basis of the characteristics 

described in Table 4.1. 

4.4 
Methodology
As from 2011 the authors have engaged in 

two projects regarding rural broadband pro-

vision. Both projects have been carried out 

for the Province of Groningen in the North-

ern Netherlands. The first project ‘Breed-

band op het platteland’ [Broadband in rural 

areas] (2011-2013) involved an explorative 

study of the institutional and technological 

landscape of rural broadband. The second 

project ‘Next Generation Access voor heel 

Groningen’ [Next Generation Access for the 

entire province of Groningen] (2014-2015) 

was a study of the progress of rural broad-

band initiatives. Both studies included in-

ternational and national examples, but the 

implications of the findings were focused 

on the Province of Groningen. During these 

research projects the authors got in contact 

with many rural broadband stakeholders, 
3.  http://www.rug.nl/news/2014/12/initiatieven-breedband-op-
het-platteland-in-kaart 

Table 4.1 | Descriptive characteristics of rural broadband initiatives

Characteristic Information on initiative

Area of operation Target area, ambitions for scaling, the governments and telco’s involved in that 
area

Key persons or organizations Background of key persons and/or organizations on the board

Network relations of the key 
persons

Relations of key persons to governments, embeddedness in specific economic 
sectors, experience in local government or volunteering and community action

Arguments in the campaign Style of campaign (targeted vs. generic), focus on specific economic sectors 
(agriculture, ‘cottage industries’), statements from various media sources

Status of the initiative Stage of the 8-stage model the initiative is at as per April 2015 and the devel-
opment towards that stage

Character of the network ‘Open network’ managed by the community or a closed turn-key network 
managed by a telco, technology used for the network (fibre-optics, coaxial 
cable, wireless)
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An important difference we found in 

our database is the blend of bottom-up and 

top-down initiatives. Some cases clearly 

have come from a bottom-up or a grass-root 

movement, whereas other cases are initiated 

by top-down forces such as local govern-

ments or regional cable companies. The two 

in-depth cases in this paper are exemplary. 

ECO Oostermoer is a local action group, 

run by citizens, aiming for locally sourced 

renewable energy and fibre-optic broadband. 

Stichting Oldambt Verbindt, on the other 

hand, originates from top-down forces such 

as municipally-initiated meetings, and their 

board consists of mainly representatives of 

local and regional institutions. 

Key persons generally determine the 

flavour of the initiative. The broader the 

representation of various stakeholders in the 

group, the broader the campaign’s argument 

that broadband will benefit the social and 

economic development of the entire area. 

Initiative groups that are led by farmers 

and other entrepreneurs focus primarily on 

economic arguments. There are also differ-

ences in the choice of technology and the 

nature of the network. Technically speaking, 

fibre-optic connections are superior to other 

technologies such as cable or 4G connections 

(Stratix, 2015). However, some initiatives 

seem to be satisfied with any level of im-

provement, even if it does not involve optical 

fibres. This results in a patchwork of different 

approaches. Furthermore, even when initia-

tives chose for the same technology, network 

designs can vary considerably. This could 

prevent network integration in the future. 

At the regional level some provinces try to 

structure this patchwork, but in doing that 

they run the risk of disregarding local differ-

ences. The provinces of Friesland, Drenthe, 

In addition to the above-mentioned data-

base, we also followed the development of 

the Stichting Oldambt Verbindt (Oldambt 

Connects Foundation) in the province of 

Groningen in the period from January 2012 

until April 20154 and ECO Oostermoer (Oost-

ermoer refers to the historical region) in the 

province of Drenthe from February 2013 until 

April 2015. During this period we interviewed 

the people involved and observed during 

meetings. On the basis of these interviews 

and observations we were able to describe in 

more detail the stages a broadband initiative 

follows and what exogenous and endogenous 

powers play a role in this context. 

4.5 
Rural broadband initiatives 
in the Netherlands: A di-
verse landscape
We were able to extract a general process for 

rural broadband. This process is discussed 

in the next section, but first we discuss the 

elements of variety we found in the data-

base. The first important point of variation 

between the initiatives is the scope of their 

area of operation. Some initiatives encom-

pass a number of municipalities, while 

others only cover a few dozen addresses. The 

origin of the initiatives and the key persons 

involved also vary greatly, from rural entre-

preneurs to active highly educated ‘newcom-

ers’. The key persons form the basis of the 

further network created by a given group. 

The group often seeks support from local 

governments, but also from major market 

players, or farmers’ organisations. 

4.  See also: www.oldambtverbindt.nl 
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regarding government policy and regulation 

on the national, regional and local level 

leads to great uncertainties for the initiative 

groups (Salemink & Strijker, 2015). This fact 

notwithstanding, the Minister of Economic 

Affairs recently indicated in a letter to the 

Dutch Parliament that the local initiatives are 

essential in realizing a broadband network in 

remote areas (Letter to the Dutch Parliament 

DGETM-TM/15027850, 2015). 

4.6 
Cooperative process for 
broadband in rural areas

On the basis of the database and detailed 

insights from Stichting Oldambt Verbindt 

and ECO Oostermoer we distinguish eight 

stages in the process of establishing a 

cooperative broadband network in rural 

areas. This is not a blueprint; it may be that 

initiatives combine a number of stages, or 

that they have to take some stages more 

than once if complications arise in a subse-

quent stage5. For each stage we describe the 

role of the established nationally operating 

market players and the various levels of gov-

ernment. We also describe the implications 

these roles have. This shows clearly how 

innovative interplay comes about, but also 

how innovative (and in some cases tradition-

al) opposition arises. For each stage we indi-

cate how many initiatives have completed it; 

Overijssel and North Brabant currently have 

policies to support the initiatives. In order 

to structure and make the developments of 

the initiatives manageable, provinces come 

up with standardized or generic policies 

(see for example Province of Drenthe, 2015; 

Province of Overijssel, 2015). The fear of local 

initiatives, in particular those in an advanced 

stage, is that the generic character of the pol-

icies and centralized management will slow 

down the process, forcing the more advanced 

initiatives to adapt to these new policy condi-

tions (observations at ECO Oostermoer). The 

initiative groups are also afraid of losing their 

‘self-determination’ and becoming an instru-

ment of government policy (observations at 

Stichting Oldambt Verbindt). Furthermore, 

political parties can integrate broadband in 

rural areas into political campaigns, which 

the major market players can use to their 

own advantage. 

The market and policy context vary greatly 

per initiative; any similarities are primarily to 

be found in the impact of nationwide market 

players or province-wide policy. The complex 

and reciprocal relation between government, 

market and citizen is specific to each area. 

External parties such as established market 

players – in the case of the coaxial provider 

with global shareholders – try to protect their 

financial interests by preventing citizens’ 

initiatives from extending to their own area 

of operation. The Liberty Global owned 

coaxial provider Ziggo, for example, uses 

media campaigns to stress the quality of 

their network in a certain municipality. In 

these media campaigns, however, they are 

not clear about the fact that they do not serve 

all households and business in that munic-

ipality (see for example De Gelderlander, 9 

January 2015). The absence or lack of clarity 

5.  Stratix consultancy has published a report together with Rabo-
bank, commissioned by the Ministry of Economic Affairs, which 
also describes the process of broadband initiatives. However, 
Stratix Consultancy describes the process and accompanying 
steps as a model that prescribes steps that should be followed 
in order to be successful. Our 8-stage model, on the other hand, 
is based on an analysis of empirical findings and is composed 
through deduction.
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4.6.2  

Stage 2: Familiarization (52)

Rural broadband is technically and finan-

cially complex and this can be discouraging 

to some initiatives. Familiarization is the 

first clear distinguishing step between the 

potentially successful groups and those that 

are less likely to succeed. It is also at this 

stage that the decision is usually made to 

aim for an open network owned by the com-

munity. Bottom-up initiatives tend to prefer 

an open network managed by the communi-

ty, as a reaction to the deficit created by the 

market. 

At first some groups turn to established 

market players, who as a rule ‘reassure’ the 

key persons and tell them that everything will 

turn out all right in the long term, without 

presenting them with concrete alternatives 

(observations at Stichting Oldambt Verbindt 

and ECO Oostermoer). This tactic may have 

the effect of ‘curbing’ the initiative. Some ini-

tiatives choose to rely on – or collaborate with 

– the market player in question. This leads to 

the original ideal of an open network being 

abandoned and the initiative relinquishing 

its self-determination, as established market 

players will not accommodate communi-

ty-managed networks (Salemink et al., 2015a). 

Knowledge of the telecom sector can help 

accelerate this phase, but our observations 

at Stichting Oldambt Verbindt and ECO 

Oostermoer show that the progress of an 

initiative group is as fast as that of its slowest 

key persons. Quicker members run the risk of 

running ahead, which undermines the coop-

erative spirit of the initiative. Such internal 

frictions can even lead to the formation of 

new competing initiatives within the same 

area. Initiatives that are led by small regional 

cable companies, for example in the Province 

the other initiatives have not yet completed 

this specific stage or a previous one. This 

makes it clear which stages we can consider 

to be decisive in the overall process.

4.6.1  

Stage 1: Incentive (73)

Initiatives usually start with the observation 

that the market for Next Generation Access 

does not serve their area. In response, ini-

tiative will try to provide the under-served 

area with future-proof broadband access, 

because “all kinds of stakeholders in the 

area need a fast and reliable internet con-

nection” (Board member during a meeting 

of Stichting Oldambt Verbindt). 

If the initiative originates from bottom-up 

forces, it usually involves a small number of 

key persons. In areas with existing networks 

or action groups, for example LEADER areas, 

initiative groups often either originate in or 

join these existing networks. In order for an 

initiative to materialize, social capital and 

organizational skills must be available in the 

area. In addition, we noticed that many pio-

neers in this field can be found in the vicinity 

of Eindhoven and Enschede, two cities with 

technical universities whose staff possess the 

relevant intellectual capital and live, at least 

in some cases, in the surrounding accessible 

rural municipalities. 

In the case of top-down initiatives, the 

process is at first facilitated by the local or 

regional government or a local or regional 

cable company. In sparsely populated areas 

with little social, intellectual or financial 

capital, these governments are more likely 

to act as the driving force because it is less 

likely that citizens’ initiatives will originate 

in these areas. 
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network, but they need financial support in 

order to professionalize their approach. This 

is the point at which many bottom-up initi-

atives ask for support from the government 

(usually the municipality, in some cases the 

province). Endogenous resources are often 

not enough to run a campaign. The initiatives 

can be delayed by a failure or contretemps 

in securing funding, but also by a lack of 

concrete policy. Initiatives in the Province of 

Drenthe – such as ECO Oostermoer – and in 

the Province of Gelderland, where policy has 

by now been formulated, indicate that their 

projects were delayed as a result of the slow 

progress of the provincial government. 

Top-down initiatives, on the other hand, 

can launch professional campaigns because 

they have the required resources and exper-

tise. However, they run the risk of applying a 

‘one size fits all strategy’ which does not do 

justice to the local situation. Top-down initi-

atives more frequently experience problems 

in organizing a network for accessing local 

expertise and conducting the campaign. This 

is where external parties really need local 

stakeholders. Local social capital is essential 

at this stage, especially for building trust 

(observations at ECO Oostermoer). 

In the campaigning stage the established 

market players sometimes launch coun-

ter-campaigns of their own. Competition 

from the initiatives, in some cases with com-

peting technologies, reflects on their product, 

even if they do not serve the initiative’s area 

of operation. In order to protect their market 

position and shareholder value, they slash 

prices in surrounding areas of operation, 

such as the larger villages, to create the 

impression that they are solving the problem 

and ultimately hinder the bundling of de-

mand (observations at ECO Oostermoer). 

of Friesland, Twente region, and the munic-

ipalities of Veendam and Harderwijk, are 

at an advantage in this step. They have the 

required technical expertise and they know 

how the broadband market works. 

4.6.3  

Stage 3: Inventory of demand (35)

In many cases this stage marks the official 

establishment of a cooperative or associa-

tion. The previous stages are mostly char-

acterized by informal self-organization. An 

inventory of demand requires an indicative 

business case for a preliminary area of 

operation, with estimated total costs and 

recommended prices. This requires intel-

lectual capital – a thorough understanding 

of the matter – and financial capital, which 

are decisive factors that determine the likeli-

hood of success at this stage. 

If there is enough demand, the groups 

usually decide to proceed. If demand is 

limited, some groups decide to stop, while 

others start campaigning (Stage 4). Optimaas 

in Aalburg and LanderdNet in Landerd, both 

located in the Province of North Brabant, are 

examples of initiatives that were discontin-

ued as a result of lack of demand. The subse-

quent decision of the respective municipali-

ties to no longer support the initiative – since 

there was no demand to justify this support 

– led to a definitive end in both cases. 

4.6.4  

Stage 4: Campaigning (31)

Campaigns are usually launched to convince 

inhabitants and businesses located within 

the area of operation to sign up for broad-

band. The more participants, the greater the 

chances of success. Bottom-up initiatives 

make use of their local knowledge and 
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Verbindt and ECO Oostermoer also show 

that intellectual capital – understanding why 

broadband is important – and financial cap-

ital – being able to afford the high fees – are 

important in the decision making. 

4.6.6  

Stage 6: Tendering and Contracting (12)

We have less information on this stage 

and stage 7 and 8, because only 15 of the 

75 initiatives have completed the bundling 

of demand step, while 16 others are still 

trying to complete stage 5. Furthermore, 

information on this stage is often confi-

dential, since contractors and providers do 

not want to reveal their competitive edge. 

During the tender and contracting it is im-

portant that the initiative is able to impose 

requirements on the network, for example 

an open network – if that is still an aim – 

and full coverage of the area of operation. A 

full coverage network does require solidarity 

from the households and companies that 

are less remote. Potentially, they would be 

able to gain access to broadband for a lower 

price if the more remote addresses did not 

take part. Most broadband initiatives want 

to connect all addresses, which requires 

them to appeal to community solidarity.

The contracting process can also be 

time-consuming, and therefore initiatives do 

not advance to stage 7 quickly and without 

problems. Legal and financial issues are usu-

ally the cause of the struggles at this stage. 

Often these issues proof to be too complex 

for the initiatives, showing the need for pro-

fessional support. 

4.6.5  

Stage 5: Bundling demand (15)

Once the campaign has been conducted, 

the demand in the area should be bundled. 

The objective of this step is to have as many 

inhabitants as possible commit to subscribe 

to and pay for services, subject to sufficient 

demand. The analyses of the database 

shows that this requires a commitment 

from over 50% of the addresses. Areas 

with long digging distances, and therefore 

higher costs per user, often require a higher 

percentage in order to create a profitable 

business case. 

The bundling of demand may also reveal 

how much money the initiative still needs 

in order to create a feasible business cases. 

Some provinces, such as Friesland, Overijssel, 

Drenthe, and Gelderland, are prepared to 

make the initiative’s business case profit-

able by granting a soft loan, but only once 

the maximum amount of money has been 

obtained from the market (as many partic-

ipants as possible, and maximum feasible 

contribution per user). Due to European 

legislation on state funding, only activities 

in the ‘white areas’ can be granted financial 

support (European Commission, 2013). The 

initiatives that have reached this stage are 

not always successful in bundling demand. 

Bergen Breedband, Breedband Alkmaar-Buit-

en, and SallandGlas for example, have had 

to prolong their deadline for subscription. 

The initiatives that experience this state in 

the media that this is a delay and it does not 

mean the initiative will be cancelled. The 75 

cases in the database show that substantial 

social capital is required at this stage to start 

bundling demand. Trust proves to be very 

important at this stage of rural broadband 

initiatives. Observations at Stichting Oldambt 
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technical expertise in the negotiations re-

garding outsourcing. 

Two of the four operational networks that 

are included in our database are fibre-optic 

networks, while the other two are wireless. 

BoekelNet was the first bottom-up operation-

al fibre-optic network of the Netherlands to 

be owned by a cooperative. The municipali-

ty’s role as facilitator and source of financial 

support played a key role in the realization of 

this project. 

The diverse landscape of rural broadband 

in the Netherlands is presented in Map 1 

(Appendix A of this chapter). This map shows 

the 75 initiatives that were analysed and the 

stage they were in at the moment of analysis. 

The initiatives are predominantly based in ar-

eas outside the Randstad area (metropolitan 

region in the West) in the North, East, and 

Southeast of the country. 

4.7 
Discussion and Conclusion

4.7.1  

Opportunities and challenges for  

cooperative interplay

The emergence of a large number of ini-

tiatives shows the necessity of broadband 

connections in rural areas, but it does not 

in any way guarantee that these areas will 

eventually be successfully connected to a 

future-proof network. The outcomes of the 

process for rural broadband seem uncertain. 

We discovered that the inventory and bun-

dling of demand in particular are decisive 

stages in which many initiatives struggle to 

move forward. During these stages the bot-

tom-up initiatives especially are dependent 

on the support – or non-opposition at the 

4.6.7  

Stage 7: Construction and  

commissioning (4)

Local involvement, knowledge and support 

are important in the construction stage. 

Some groups of inhabitants or companies 

opt to do some of the digging work them-

selves in order to keep the costs down (for 

UK examples of this see Ashmore et al., 

2015). In addition, it may be necessary for 

these routes to be dug through private-

ly-owned plots. In this phase, the role of 

being a commissioning party and managing 

the everyday issues of construction require 

the initiative to possess another set of 

relevant skills, knowledge, and experience. 

Stage 7 therefore shows that with the devel-

opment of the initiative, the capacities of the 

key persons also have to develop. In the case 

of ECO Oostermoer the key persons try to 

anticipate this by recruiting volunteers that 

have these capacities. 

4.6.8  

Stage 8: Management and maintenance 

(4 networks currently operational)

At this stage, the initiatives require tech-

nical support to manage the network. 

Outsourcing of the management and 

maintenance is usually considered at this 

stage. In their role as commissioning party, 

the initiatives set requirements on network 

management. Once this stage is reached the 

process is completed. There are examples 

of initiatives that decide after all to turn to 

established market players. The Province of 

Drenthe even states in its funding and im-

plementation policy that initiatives should 

at the start determine an ‘exit strategy’ to 

sell the network to market players (Province 

of Drenthe, 2015). This once again requires 
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can get ‘tired of policy’ (beleidsmoe). The 

overall picture of rural broadband initiatives 

in the Netherlands begs a question about the 

degree of skills, capabilities, and persever-

ance that is required. Not every rural area in 

the Netherlands possesses that degree, hence 

the absence of rural broadband initiatives 

in some of the Dutch ‘white areas’. Further-

more, and more critically, our analysis indi-

cates that the key persons in rural broadband 

initiatives run the risk of ‘volunteer burnout’. 

Once that occurs, initiatives are at a consider-

able risk of failing.   

In both bottom-up and in top-down 

initiatives, governments and citizens need 

each other in order to bring the initiative to 

completion. An initiative typically begins on 

a small scale, with a small group of key per-

sons, but often it soon becomes apparent that 

cooperation is required with various stake-

holders, both exogenous and endogenous, 

in order to actually realize the broadband 

network. Local political conflicts and large-

scale market interests can hinder progress. 

In some more advanced initiatives, a coop-

erative as an organizational form – and thus 

the formalization of collaboration between 

citizens, government, and institutions – has 

ensured that the cooperative activities were 

in line with political decision-making, thus 

greatly accelerating the overall process, in 

any case up to the stage of bundling demand. 

This paper also shows that efforts to create 

a broadband network represent a modern 

form of rural development. A single player 

is no longer sufficient; rather, the process 

requires a cooperative interplay between 

highly educated and highly skilled citizens, 

governments and market players, confirming 

the theory of neo-endogenous rural develop-

ment. This interplay requires various forms 

least – of governments and market players. 

The case of ECO Oostermoer, for example, 

shows that negotiations with the province 

about the terms and conditions for fund-

ing require a lot of time and effort of the 

initiative. The market players, on the other 

hand, are usually only willing to cooperate 

on the condition that they will later own the 

network (observations at Stichting Oldambt 

Verbindt and ECO Oostermoer), while many 

initiatives are committed to creating an open 

network that they own and manage them-

selves. These opposing interests of the initia-

tive and the telco often results in an internal 

conflict within the initiative about what 

should be prioritized: self-determination 

and following the original plan, or settling 

for an altered plan with the telco in which 

self-determination is lost but the network 

will be realized? Managing the expectations 

of potential users proves to be both crucial 

and difficult at this stage. As long as there is 

conflict within the initiative and there is no 

prospect of a cooperating market player, the 

initiative will not succeed.

In addition, wavering policy on the part of 

local and regional governments, uncertainty 

about EU requirements related to state-sup-

port, as well as an absence of national policy, 

results in insecurity and requires much time 

and energy – an investment that not every 

initiative or group is able to sustain. Although 

this is not a unique finding for rural broad-

band – Bosworth et al. (2015) made similar 

observations regarding LEADER programs in 

the UK – the struggle to keep up with policy 

changes resonated throughout the Dutch 

rural broadband landscape. Insights from 

Stichting Oldambt Verbindt and ECO Ooster-

moer show that the capacity of an initiative 

can come under pressure and the key persons 
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jointly achieve themselves, a triumph that 

proves that the ‘rural penalty’ can be over-

come. Behind this pursuit of broadband lies 

a deeper desire for a liveable countryside, in 

which the citizen takes on an increasingly 

active role. In this light, the initiatives for 

rural broadband can be seen as a vehicle for 

rural emancipation and neo-endogenous 

development. Nevertheless, citizens organ-

izing everything themselves seems to be a 

utopia as far as broadband networks in rural 

areas are concerned. 

The free market rationale forces one to 

do things well, but it does not necessarily 

force one to do the right thing. Local groups 

increasingly define what is right for them, 

and work towards making it happen. In 

order to do that, they have to be able to 

organize themselves and bundle demand. 

They then have to be able to safeguard their 

own objectives and interests. It is up to 

the government to support – or at least not 

hinder – this self-organization and to initiate 

it where it does not come about naturally. In 

doing that, governments should not hinder 

the objectives of an initiative; doing so would 

alienate the local citizens and entrepreneurs. 

This could prove to be fatal, since under the 

current conditions broadband in remote 

rural areas does not seem to be feasible with-

out the commitment of local citizens and 

entrepreneurs. 

The journey towards Next Generation 

Access is accompanied by ‘Next Generation 

Rural development’ with a neo-endogenous 

character. The broadband initiatives act as a 

suitable training ground and learning expe-

rience for broader rural issues. From an en-

dogenous perspective, delivering rural broad-

band requires a great variety of knowledge, 

skills, and capacities throughout the process. 

of capital and, above all, sector-specific skills 

which do not come natural to every citizen. 

Endogenous and exogenous actors and 

capital have to contribute in order to create 

a rural broadband network. This interplay 

is not unique to rural areas as a location or 

broadband connections as a theme, but the 

example does show to what extent actors are 

able and willing to cooperate. Furthermore, 

local and regional governments are forced by 

market players and initiatives to reconsider 

the current situation in which the free mar-

ket acts as an instrument for providing every 

Dutch citizen with telecom services. 

4.7.2  

Rural broadband as a vehicle for 

neo-endogenous development: 

the reclaiming of rural futures 

Many initiatives arise in response to a 

failing market or a reticent government. 

Once the first steps in the process have been 

completed, it often appears that initiatives 

actually need the cooperation – or non-op-

position – of market players and govern-

ments in order to achieve their objective. In 

the case of rural broadband initiatives, it is 

important for the local actors – citizens and 

entrepreneurs in particular – to be able to 

take part on their own terms and, ultimate-

ly, to be able to achieve their own objectives. 

The analysis in this paper shows that power 

inequalities and a dependence on external 

parties – or exogenous forces – may hinder 

and delay this process. In addition, reclaim-

ing and maintaining self-determination 

appears to be important to local stakehold-

ers. Many campaigns for broadband in rural 

areas emphasize this reclaiming of self-de-

termination as a triumph that citizens can 
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Every stage has its specific requirements and 

as the initiative develops, the key persons 

have to deal with this variety of changing 

requirements. The question remains, howev-

er, if every rural area and community holds 

these key persons and the much needed 

social, intellectual, and financial capital. 

From an exogenous perspective, a similar 

learning experience applies to governments 

and market players. Some of them are able 

to respond effectively to the local initiatives, 

by facilitating and enabling the local action. 

Others, however, find it difficult to relin-

quish their usual approaches, resulting in 

more conservative responses. The current 

policy conditions endanger the universal 

realization of broadband in rural areas in the 

Netherlands by local initiatives. The key to 

successful rural broadband initiatives lies in 

the cooperative interplay between the various 

stakeholders. To contribute to the knowledge 

about this interplay, we therefore suggest 

that research on rural broadband – and rural 

development more generally – focuses on the 

mutual learning between endogenous and 

exogenous actors. 
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Number Initiative Province Stage (1-8)

1 Stichting Glasvezel Achtkarspelen (bedrijventerrein) Friesland 3

2 Kabel Noord in Sybrandahûs Friesland 7

3 Follega-Eesterga Friesland 3

4 Brekkenpolder-Tacozijl Friesland 3

5 Glasvezel Hoornsterzwaag Friesland 3

6 De Fjouwer Doarpen en Hidaard Friesland 6

7 Stichting Glasvezelnetwerk Langedijke Friesland 7

8 Stichting Glasvezelnetwerk Middelsee (bedrijventerrein) Friesland 3

9 Stichting Glasvezelnetwerk Snitserdyk Friesland 7

10 Project Breedband Noord-Groningen Groningen 2

11 Stichting Breedband Westerkwartier Groningen 3

12 Den Horn Online Groningen 8

13 Kabelnet Veendam Groningen 5

14 Oldambt Verbindt Groningen 3

15 Harpel Groningen 3

16 Plaatselijk Belang Vledderveen Groningen 2

17 De Kop Breed Drenthe 3

18 Noordenveld Zuid Drenthe 3

19 Eco Oostermoer Drenthe 5

20 Sterk Midden-Drenthe Drenthe 4

21 Werkgroep ZaandDörpen op Glas Drenthe 2

22 Westerveld op Glas Drenthe 4

23 Breedband de Wolden Drenthe 2

24 Staphorst Overijssel 3

25 Steenwijkerland Overijssel 2

26 Stichting IJsseldelta Glas Buitengebied (IJDGB) Overijssel 2

27 Initiatief Enschede-Haaksbergen-Losser-Hengelo Overijssel 2

28 Lonneker Overijssel 8

29 Vechtdal Breed Overijssel 5

30 Glasvezel in het buitengebied Rijssen-Holten Overijssel 7

31 Breedband buitengebied Dalfsen Overijssel 5

32 SallandGlas Overijssel 5

33 Initiatiefgroep Glasvezel SPOW Overijssel 2
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34 Notter-Zuna Overijssel 3

35 Cogas Overijssel 3

36 Lunteren.net (coöperatie) Gelderland 5

37 Breedband Noord-Veluwe Gelderland 2

38 CAI Harderwijk/Stichting Breedband voor het Buitengebied Gelderland 7

39 Buren op Glas Gelderland 3

40 Initiatiefgroep Glasvezel Buitengebied Putten Gelderland 7

41 Breedbandbedrijf Gelderland Gelderland 3

42 Coöperatie Breedband Buitengebied Winterswijk Gelderland 5

43 Breedband Buitengebied Aalten Gelderland 3

44 Greenet Flevoland 8

45 Coöperatie Bergen Breedband Noord-Holland 5

46 Breedband Alkmaar-Buiten Noord-Holland 5

47 Coöperatie Hollands Kroon Noord-Holland 3

48 Stichting GiessenlandenNet Zuid-Holland 5

49 Breedband Molenwaard Zuid-Holland 2

50 Projectgroep Glasvezel (Zegveld en de Meije) Utrecht 4

51 Werkgroep Polsbroek Utrecht 2

52 Optimaas Aalburg (gestopt) Noord-Brabant 5

53 KempenGlas Noord-Brabant 4

54 OisterwijkGlas Noord-Brabant 2

55 Stichting Boekelnet Noord-Brabant 8

56 HSLnet Noord-Brabant 5

57 Coöperatie Hilverglas Noord-Brabant 6

58 LVCNET (Land van Cuijk) Noord-Brabant 5

59 Kabeltelevisie Waalre Noord-Brabant 2

60 LanderdNet (gestopt) Noord-Brabant 5

61 Eersel Verbonden Noord-Brabant 7

62 Glasvezel Boxtel Noord-Brabant 5

63 Uden Noord-Brabant 1

64 Initiatiefgroep Glasvezel Buitengebied Asten-Someren Noord-Brabant 2

65 Bernheze Noord-Brabant 2

66 Bergeijk Noord-Brabant 7

67 Bergen op Zoom Noord-Brabant 1
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68 OnsNet Nuenen Noord-Brabant 2

69 Stichting Maaskantnet Noord-Brabant 6

70 Cranendonck Noord-Brabant 2

71 Energiek Noord-Beveland Zeeland 2

72 Delta Zeeland 2

73 Glasvezel Buitengebied Nederweert Limburg 2

74 GlaswebVenray Limburg 5

75 Glasvezel voor iedereen Limburg 2
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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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Abstract

Research on digital inclusion increasingly focuses on vulnerable groups, 

with the prevailing idea that social exclusion leads to digital exclusion. 

The role of the socio-spatial context is often faded into the background 

due to user-centric (individual) approaches. This paper explores how a 

vulnerable group, Gypsy-Travelers in the Netherlands, deals with digital 

developments within their socio-spatial context. Contrary to prevailing 

theories, the analysis shows that Gypsy-Travelers are digitally engaged, 

despite the social exclusion of Dutch Gypsy-Travelers. An advantage of 

the Gypsy-Traveler culture is that extended families on the sites provide 

a large potential of proxy users for support. Many of the Gypsy-Travelers 

are digitally engaged, but they engage and participate on their own terms. 

Furthermore, the digital engagement of Gypsy-Travelers is not a panacea 

for their social exclusion. In fact, their problematic relation with the settled 

society is mirrored in online activities. This research shows that digitalization 

has added a new layer to the interaction between Gypsy-Travelers and 

settled society. It also demonstrates that more socially and spatially 

contextualized research approaches can add insights to the debate on 

social and digital exclusion.  
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are related, with little empirical work to test 

these attempts (Gilbert, 2010; Helsper, 2012). 

Therefore, there is a call within the field for 

more empirical research in order to gain 

more insights into the complexities of this 

relation between processes in “the offline 

social” and “the digital” (Helsper, 2012: 404; 

Mariën and Prodnik, 2014).

Spatial factors are considered to be of 

great importance in mechanisms of exclu-

sion, yet in the field of digital inequalities 

space is still an under-researched element 

(Crang et al., 2007; Gilbert, 2010; Halford 

and Savage, 2012). This paper argues that 

digital inequalities are strongly affected 

by socio-spatial contexts. Contemporary 

digital developments are situated in a giv-

en, reproduced, and yet contingent social 

and spatial context, within which new 

developments accumulate. The offline 

and the digital therefore should be viewed 

as intertwined, connected, and reciprocally 

affecting one another (DiMaggio et al., 

2001; Hargittai, 2004; Gilbert et al., 2008). 

Availability of digital connectivity is 

essentially spatial; the classic dichotomous 

view of haves and have-nots is still valid in 

the case of poor and rural areas (Townsend 

et al., 2013). The negotiation of digital de-

velopments – which eventually defines the 

degrees of engagement and usage – takes 

place within specific socio-spatial contexts, 

such as neighborhoods and village commu-

nities (Gilbert et al., 2008; Tsatsou, 2011). 

Digital inequalities research needs to take 

the highly spatial character of inequalities 

into account, along with the disadvantag-

ing or advantaging effects they can have 

on people. To provide insights into the role 

of space, this paper will study the specific 

socio-spatial and cultural characteristics of 

6.1 
Introduction

Everyday activities increasingly demand 

both Internet connectivity and an under-

standing of the use of ICT applications (Van 

Dijk and Hacker, 2003; Selwyn, 2004). This 

requires the availability of sufficient resourc-

es, both on an individual and a community 

level (Rogers, 2003; Livingstone and Helsper, 

2007; Halford and Savage, 2012). These 

resources, however, are unequally divided 

among people, communities, and over 

space, creating unequal conditions for social 

and digital inclusion (Gilbert, 2010; Helsper, 

2012). This paper explores how Gypsy-Trave-

lers 2 in the Netherlands, a vulnerable group, 

deal with these unequal conditions. It builds 

on existing trust relations with gatekeepers 

from several Gypsy-Traveler communities, 

allowing for the collection of data which is 

difficult to obtain (Sibley, 1998).

Still many people and communities are 

excluded from digital life, with a risk of being 

even further excluded as new digital devel-

opments evolve (Robinson, 2009; Witte and 

Mannon, 2010; Mariën and Prodnik, 2014). 

The prevailing idea is that people who are so-

cially excluded will also be digitally excluded. 

Therefore, digital inequalities research is in-

creasingly focusing on the digital inclusion of 

vulnerable and socially excluded groups (Sel-

wyn, 2004; Van Dijk, 2005; Gilbert, 2010). So 

far, this research interest has mainly resulted 

in strongly theorized attempts to understand 

how social exclusion and digital exclusion 

2. Gypsy-Travelers is a translation of the Dutch term “woonwa-
genbewoners”, a common term in the Netherlands for people 
living on sites that are designated for Gypsy and Traveler groups, 
including Sinti, Roma and Dutch Travelers (Vanderbeck, 2009; 
Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009; Powell, 2013b)
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6.2 
Digital inequalities  
and vulnerable groups:  
beyond the dichotomy

6.2.1  

From the digital divide to the  

individual user 

The current debate on digital inequalities 

addresses both material and social ine-

qualities, of which the latter is assumed 

to be of greater importance for the user’s 

inclusion (Van Deursen and Van Dijk, 2013). 

It moves beyond the classic “digital divide” 

of haves and have-nots regarding access to 

ICTs (DiMaggio et al., 2001; Van Dijk and 

Hacker, 2003; Hargittai, 2004). In Western 

societies, ubiquitous Internet connectivity is 

regarded as a given circumstance – or about 

to be a given – except in remote rural areas 

(Townsend et al., 2013). This assumption of 

ubiquity implies that socioeconomic factors 

play the dominant role in people’s non-use 

or limited use of digital applications. 

The research agenda that has followed 

from this is one of a user-centered capabili-

ties approach. It puts the user at the center of 

the issue, that is, the extent to which the user 

is able to gain access to digital applications 

and to use them for his or her own benefit 

(Mariën and Prodnik, 2014). The social po-

sition of the user is assessed in order to de-

termine how the capabilities are influenced 

by social structures and social stratification 

processes. Gender, race, ethnicity, class, and 

power relations are regarded as influential 

factors in determining an individual’s capa-

bilities and resources; ethnic minorities, for 

example, are assumed to be less able to learn 

how to use new ICT applications due to lan-

guage issues and poverty (Gilbert, 2010; Hal-

Gypsy-Travelers in the Netherlands, and how 

this affects their digital inclusion. 

Gypsy-Travelers generally live in deprived 

and marginal places, on the edge of society 

(Sibley, 1995). In the Netherlands, they are 

now sedentarized due to decades of restric-

tive policies (Lucassen et al., 1998). Their 

disadvantaged spatial context makes them 

vulnerable to further exclusion (Powell 2011; 

2013a), but so far their vulnerability to digital 

exclusion has not been researched. Based on 

fieldwork in several Gypsy-Traveler communi-

ties in the Netherlands, this paper discusses 

the extent to which the socio-spatial excluded 

position of Gypsy-Travelers in the Nether-

lands affects their degree of digital inclusion 

and, conversely, how their degree of digital 

inclusion affects their social inclusion. 

By examining how Gypsy-Traveler 

communities in the Netherlands deal with 

ongoing digital developments, this paper 

adds to the debate on the complex and 

problematic relation between Gypsy-Trav-

elers and settled society (Sibley, 1998; Van-

derbeck, 2005; Powell, 2008). It highlights 

the “offline” embeddedness of dealing with 

“online” developments. Furthermore, the 

paper addresses the important role of so-

cio-spatial factors in digital exclusion. As a 

corollary, the paper advocates for including 

the socio-spatial context more strongly in 

future research on digital inequalities. 
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6.2.2  

‘Online’ and ‘Offline’: Digital exclusion 

and the socio-spatial context

To understand the social and digital exclu-

sion of vulnerable groups, it is important 

that analyses take a comprehensive perspec-

tive, including both offline and online factors 

(Witte and Mannon, 2010; Courtois and 

Verdegem, 2014). Digital inclusion is not a 

secluded phenomenon; it is embedded in the 

offline social realm (Robinson, 2009). Analy-

ses of digital exclusion should be grounded 

in this offline social realm. For example, 

Gilbert et al. stated that the spatialities and 

“the embeddedness of people in place-based 

communities” (2008: 923) require more 

attention, while Tsatsou (2011) put forward 

the notion of co-existing divides and calls 

for further contextualization in order to 

provide a more comprehensive view on 

various interrelated inequalities. In gen-

eral, scholars call for more comprehensive 

studies on digital inequalities. This paper 

contributes to this literature by providing an 

empirical study which specifically includes 

the socio-spatial context to further contextu-

alize digital inequalities. 

Based on Bourdieu (1990), Helsper (2012) 

has put forward a “corresponding fields 

model”, connecting offline and digital fields 

of exclusion: the social, cultural, economic, 

and personal field (Helsper, 2012: 406). These 

different fields are ‘social arenas’ in which 

interactions and developments take place 

(Bourdieu, 1990). They offer particular re-

sources to individuals which – in the context 

of this paper – they can utilize for gaining ac-

cess to or learning how to use digital applica-

tions. The social field comprises various social 

networks offering people knowledge and the 

support of others through social relations. 

ford and Savage, 2012). When these factors 

play a role, and potentially compromise the 

developments of certain capabilities, then the 

idea is that the user should be empowered 

through training (Mariën and Vleugels, 2011). 

This focus on the capabilities of the user, and 

user self-reliance, has resulted in a somewhat 

narrow view on digital inclusion, effectively 

individualizing the issues (see also critiques 

by Gilbert, 2010; Mariën and Prodnik, 2014). 

Mariën and Prodnik are even more critical 

when it comes to policies, stating that “digital 

inclusion policies tend to individualize prob-

lems that are in fact social in their nature” 

(2014: 35). 

Macro-level research concerning margin-

alized people shows that vulnerable groups 

are at relatively great risk of becoming 

digitally excluded (Park, 2008; Michailidis et 

al., 2011; Courtois and Verdegem, 2014). On 

the other hand, micro-level research demon-

strates that – with extensive public support 

– there are exceptions of people breaking the 

cycle by becoming digitally engaged to some 

extent (see for example studies on indigenous 

people by Lindberg and Úden, 2010; Rennie 

et al., 2013). Other studies highlight the 

importance of social networks and social 

support in relation to digital exclusion (Crang 

et al., 2007; Gilbert et al., 2008; Hardill and 

Olphert, 2012), with proxy users and neigh-

borhood ties as important social resources 

(Crang et al., 2006). The highly spatial nature 

of these resources (Naughton, 2013), however, 

are often faded into the background of the 

debate (see also the critique by Gilbert, 2010). 

Studies on these ‘capabilities by proxy’ are 

still scarce, making it an under-researched 

feature of digital inequalities (Tsatsou, 2011). 
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manage to overcome their barriers to digital 

inclusion, then this provides insights into 

useful resources and contextual factors (Gil-

bert, 2010; Helsper, 2012). According to the 

prevailing theories on digital exclusion, a mar-

ginal and socially excluded position in society 

ought to result in digital exclusion. This paper 

therefore studies to what extent the prevailing 

theories of social and digital exclusion apply 

to a vulnerable group like Gypsy-Travelers in 

the Netherlands. It uses Helsper’s correspond-

ing fields model to structure the findings. The 

scope of the four corresponding fields pro-

vides a useful initial guiding tool for exploring 

how Gypsy-Travelers use certain resources 

to negotiate the impact of digitalization. 

Furthermore, the fields allow for an in-depth 

analysis into the role of contextual factors, 

such as the socio-spatial context. 

6.3 
Dutch Gypsy-Travelers:  
a socially excluded group

6.3.1  

Gypsy-Travelers as “the other”

Throughout history, Gypsy-Travelers have 

been stigmatized by and excluded from 

settled European societies (Cottaar et al., 

1992; Powell, 2008). According to Sibley (1995) 

the majority of settled people see those who 

travel, i.e. nomadic communities, as “the 

other”, a deviant and untrustworthy group 

that threatens the way of life of “the self”. In 

the words of Simmel (1908), Gypsy-Travelers 

are “strangers” to members of the dominant 

group. When the strangers start to mix in 

and become part of everyday life in a com-

munity, small disputes can generate conflict, 

and eventually lead to exclusion (Simmel, 

Cultural field resources are based on identity 

markers, such as certain norms, values, and 

traditions. Resources in the economic field 

depend on employment, financial capital, 

income, poverty, and access to financial ser-

vices. The personal field offers resources on 

the micro level of an individual’s personality, 

such as skills, attitudes, aspirations, and per-

sonal preferences (Helsper, 2012: 406-409).   

Helsper follows the prevailing idea from the 

literature that social exclusion implies digital 

inequalities, leading to digital exclusion, 

which then results in further social exclusion, 

continuously reinforcing each other (Helsper, 

2012: 405). This suggests that once social or 

digital exclusion mechanisms have occurred, 

deficiencies in various areas will accumulate. 

This is in line with the observations of Van 

Dijk (2005) with regards to social and digital 

inclusion. Van Dijk states that digitalization 

entails a clear case of the “Matthew effect”: 

the rich get richer and the poor get poorer. Or, 

more specifically in the case of this paper, the 

resource-rich gain access to more resources 

while the resource-poor remain deprived of 

these resources (see also Robinson, 2009). This 

seems valid for macro-level developments, 

but it cannot explain the observations which 

were made by Lindberg and Úden (2010) and 

Crang et al. (2007: 2419). Their research has 

shown that vulnerable people can get digitally 

engaged, or in other words, break the vicious 

cycle of exclusion and become, in Helsper’s 

words (2012: 428), “the unexpectedly included”. 

Examples of such unexpectedly included 

people are still scarce, yet potentially vul-

nerable groups should enable researchers to 

generate the most insights into the relation 

between social and digital exclusion. One of 

the variables, social exclusion, is definitely 

present and if members of these groups 
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that persist in the communities (Powell, 2011; 

Sollie et al., 2013). Both the cause of and the 

solution to the social problems seem to lie in 

the relationship between the settled society 

and Gypsy-Travelers.  

While many national policies currently 

focus on integration – based on “sedentarist 

thinking” (Shubin, 2011) - Gypsy-Travelers 

chose rather “to mix without integrating” 

(Sibley, 1998), applying their own terms on 

which they want to interact with settled 

society (see also Powell, 2008). According to 

Sibley (1998: 99), Gypsy-Traveler culture, and 

its norms and values, includes a “hidden 

economy” which would become inoperable if 

they would integrate into “the larger society”. 

Through this, Sibley shows that the excluded 

and marginalized position is partly caused 

by the larger – or settled – society, and 

partly a consequence of the Gypsy-Travelers’ 

choice to preserve their culture and main-

tain their economic independence.  

The complex and problematic relation be-

tween the settled society and Gypsy-Travelers 

has resulted in social and spatial exclusion 

of the latter. This spatial exclusion, i.e. physi-

cally situated on sites on the edge or outside 

towns and villages, plays an important role 

in the reproduction of social exclusion (Sibley 

1995; 1998; Powell, 2013a). 

6.3.2  

The Gypsy-Traveler site:  

social and spatial exclusion of  

sedentarized Dutch Gypsy-Travelers

The historic developments in the Netherlands 

largely reflect the general European story of 

Gypsy-Travelers and governmental attempts 

to sedentarize them (Vanderbeck, 2005), but 

they are further characterized by specific 

national policy developments. A key aspect is 

1908; Sibley, 1998). From that moment on, 

Gypsy-Travelers are forced into a marginal 

position, with limited access – or no access 

at all – to essential services like health care 

and education (Powell, 2013a). Interaction 

between the groups will continue to exist, 

but the dominant settled community will 

only turn to the Gypsy-Travelers when unde-

sirable jobs need doing (Sibley, 1995; 1998); 

for example by the “rag-and-bone men” in 

the United Kingdom and the “kiepenkerls” 

(itinerant traders) in the Netherlands and 

Germany.

The disapproving attitude towards 

non-settled people is manifest in Heidegger’s 

work Building, Dwelling, Thinking (1954). 

Heidegger argues that settling in a fixed 

place should be the norm, a superior form of 

dwelling, while he views the unrootedness 

of nomadic people as undesirable. This view 

was the basis for many national policies 

for Gypsy-Travelers in Europe (Vanderbeck, 

2005; Powell, 2011). Settled majorities have 

attempted to sedentarize or remove them 

in order to keep “the Gypsy problem” under 

control, with the persecution of Gypsy-Trave-

lers in World War II by the Nazis as the most 

harrowing example (Lucassen et al., 1998). 

The reining in by and oppressive attitude 

of settled society has created great distrust 

among Gypsy-Travelers. Governments and 

related institutions are seen as untrustworthy 

“opponents” with sedentarization agendas 

(Vanderbeck, 2005; Vanderbeck, 2009). 

Gypsy-Travelers tend to avoid any kind of 

interventions by them, because again they 

state that these interventions are intolerant 

to their culture (Vanderbeck, 2005; 2009; 

Powell, 2011). This attitude makes it difficult 

for example for welfare and social workers to 

address the often intractable social problems 
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ling communities, the concentration policy 

resulted in sites being ruled by the powerful 

families (Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009). 

Once again, the government ‘lost control’ 

over the Gypsy-Travelers. So in the third 

period, 1980-2000, the focus of policy was 

on breaking up the big regional sites into 

smaller sites, aiming for a shift in the power 

balance and the government reclaiming 

control. Dominant families resisted, and the 

relationship with governments became more 

frustrated. Powerful community gatekeepers 

used their influence to make sure the com-

munities would oppose the governmental 

actions (Sollie et al., 2013).

This process of breaking up and reclaim-

ing control was only partly completed when 

the Caravans Act was abolished in 1999, 

marking the beginning of the fourth period. 

With this abolition, Gypsy-Travelers lost their 

specific policy position. The government now 

sees them as ‘regular Dutch citizens’. It ar-

gues that they have become sedentary and are 

no different from other citizens (any longer). 

This means that there are no specific policy 

programs to tackle socioeconomic problems.  

The current governmental approach has 

not effaced the long history of discrimination 

and exclusion. Dutch Gypsy-Travelers still live 

in marginal places and are socially excluded 

from “settled” Dutch society (FRANET, 2012). 

Reports point out that they are generally 

poorly equipped to individually overcome 

their deficiencies due to poor education and 

literacy problems (Timmermans and Van den 

Hurk, 2002; FRANET, 2012; MOVISIE, 2013). 

Improving educational and literacy levels 

has proved to be difficult, because many 

Gypsy-Travelers regard formal education as 

not essential for their originally nomadic way 

of living (Weller, 2005). 

the continuous effort on the part of the Dutch 

government to sedentarize the Gypsy-Travel-

ers, attempting to control them (Vanderbeck, 

2005; 2009) or “civilize” them (Powell, 2013b). 

In this paper the non-travelling society is, 

therefore, referred to as “the settled society”, 

that is, settled in a fixed abode. 

Four periods with specific sedentarizing 

policy agendas have played a significant role 

(Cottaar et al., 1992; Khonraad and Veldhu-

ijsen, 2009). The first is the period up until 

1945. In this period the Dutch government 

mainly focused on controlling the travelling 

through the Woonwagenwet (Caravans Act or 

“Gypsy Carts” Act, introduced in 1918) (Khon-

raad and Veldhuijsen, 2009). The government 

had a strict system of administering the 

whereabouts of families and the family ties in 

the communities. The Nazi regime used this 

system during the war years (1940-1945) for 

the persecution of Gypsy-Travelers. The role 

of the Dutch government in enabling Nazi 

practices resonates even today in dialogues 

between governments and Gypsy-Travelers. 

The latter use the issue as an instrument in 

disputes with institutions (Sollie et al., 2013).

Second, in the period 1945-1980 the Dutch 

government tried to improve the social condi-

tions in the communities through a “civiliz-

ing offensive” (Powell, 2013b). To achieve this, 

Gypsy-Travelers had to become sedentary. 

The national government organized and 

forced them to move to large regional sites 

(up to 160 households) providing services 

specifically intended for the community, such 

as education, welfare, and sports. Site schools 

were founded specifically for children from 

the communities in order to overcome edu-

cational deficiencies and literacy problems. 

However, with local authorities lacking the 

competencies to govern sedentarized travel-
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sy-Travelers. Together with the social work-

er, fourteen families on five Gypsy-Traveler 

sites – inhabited mainly by Travelers – were 

visited in the municipality of Emmen 

(Drenthe). The researcher was allowed to 

make observations about the role of digital 

applications and communication in the 

life of the Travelers, and it was possible to 

at six Gypsy-Traveler sites in three villages 

in the Netherlands: Dommelen (North Bra-

bant), Opende (Groningen), and Buitenpost 

(Friesland). Participants are both from the 

Traveler community and the Sinti com-

munity, a Romani people in Western and 

Central Europe (Table 6.1). The interviews 

were voice-recorded, transcribed, and coded 

with MaxQDA. The four corresponding fields 

(social, cultural, economic, and personal) 

guided the analysis. In every field there has 

been coded for ‘space’, ‘social inclusion/

exclusion’, and ‘digital inclusion/exclusion’ 

to examine potential interrelationships. 

6.4 
Research methods and  
approach

Gypsy-Travelers form closed and interfer-

ence-avoiding communities (Sibley, 1998; 

Powell, 2011), but for this study it was 

possible to obtain access to communities 

in the Netherlands through existing trust 

relations with community gatekeepers. The 

data collection for this paper is a mix of 

qualitative methods. The first part consists 

of seven semi-structured in-depth inter-

views, conducted from April to May 2013, 

Table 6.1 | Characteristics of the resident respondents from Dommelen, Opende, and Buitenpost 

Location Gender Age Comment

Sinti Dommelen F 30-40 Community Gate-
keeper

Sinti Dommelen F 20-30

Sinti Dommelen M 60-70 Originally from 
Germany

Sinti Dommelen M 30-40

Traveler Opende F 30-40

Traveler Buitenpost M 40-50

Traveler Buitenpost F 30-40 Not born in a 
caravan

The second part of the data collection took 

place in Emmen. Here the researcher was 

allowed to join the team Woonwagenzaken 

(Gypsy-Travelers affairs) of the municipality 

for ten full working days from September 

to December 2013. The team consists of 

a policy maker and a social worker, both 

specifically appointed to work with Gyp-
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sites. The diary also contains the accounts 

of the interviews with the employees of the 

municipality, who agreed to the use of their 

quotes in this paper. In total, this document 

consists of seventeen entry days – ten full 

working days with the employees and seven 

other visits to the sites. 

 

6.5 
Digital life of Dutch  
Gypsy-Travelers

Social exclusion and marginalization of 

Gypsy-Travelers in the Netherlands persists 

(FRANET, 2012; MOVISIE, 2013), yet they 

are largely an outcome of “offline” develop-

ments from the past. Many members of the 

communities that were studied are digitally 

engaged and to some extent included in 

digital society, despite the social exclusion 

and marginalization. Once digitally engaged 

they keep up with digital developments, but 

they engage on their own terms. There were 

no specific digital inclusion projects which 

could help the Gypsy-Travelers either prior 

to or during the fieldwork. 

Material digital inequalities are currently 

less prominent for Dutch Gypsy-Travelers. 

Having a good quality connection at a reason-

able price was a key issue at the beginning 

of the digital inclusion debate (Mariën and 

Vleugels, 2011). Gypsy-Traveler sites are 

located near areas that are attractive for 

telecommunication companies markets, i.e. 

densely populated towns and large villages. 

The fieldwork sites have coaxial cable connec-

tions and new plans for deploying fiber optics 

were being formed. In Emmen, for example, 

two sites in South Emmen are included in 

the deployment of the new Fiber to the Home 

interview members of the families. During 

the conversations between the project man-

ager and the social worker, the researcher 

was allowed to interrupt and interview them 

about issues relevant for this research.

It was agreed with both the social worker 

and a gatekeeper from the Gypsy-Traveler 

community that conversations with residents 

would not be recorded. They assessed that 

people from the community had had unsatis-

factory experiences with interview recordings 

by researchers and journalists. It was strongly 

advised not to record the conversations, 

because otherwise residents would be likely 

to abort the interview and would not grant 

permission for using it. Attempts to obtain 

permission to record the interviews could 

also jeopardize the still brittle relationship 

that the social worker was building with the 

community 3. Before starting conversations 

and interviews during the visits to the sites, 

the researcher was introduced to the resi-

dents, and the researcher himself explained 

his research interests. The respondents were 

asked whether they agreed to have a confi-

dential and anonymous conversation with 

the researcher. A written agreement on this 

was not necessary according to the residents, 

since “oral agreements are part of the Gyp-

sy-Traveler culture” (see also Lucassen et al., 

1998). 

Instead of recording the interviews, a 

fieldwork diary was created. The fieldwork 

diary includes the accounts of the interviews 

with people who agreed to take part in the 

research. In addition, it includes accounts of 

the observations made at the Gypsy-Traveler 

3.  During the fieldwork, the municipality of Emmen was in the 
initial stages of developing plans for renewals together with the 
communities
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6.5.1  

Digital social life: in-group  

and out-group communication  

Social media such as Facebook and messag-

ing services like WhatsApp serve as a means 

for Gypsy-Travelers to maintaining social 

contacts in their extended families. The 

use of such digital applications is common 

among the residents of the sites researched. 

The interviews show that the dominant 

figures in the communities – in the Sinti 

community a mater familia and in the Trav-

eler communities a pater familia (Lucassen 

et al., 1998) – recognize the contributions 

of social media to maintaining a close-knit 

Gypsy-Traveler culture. However, a Sinti in 

his twenties from Dommelen explained the 

downside of these close-knit ties:

“It has advantages and disadvantages you 

know [Gypsy-Traveler culture]. The disad-

vantage is that you sit together all the time. I 

am the youngest so then everyone is watching 

me. And with Facebook and WhatsApp these 

days they can keep an eye on me even better.”

Digital applications are often used for 

in-group communication, but they are also 

used to reach out to formal institutions. 

Gypsy-Travelers use WhatsApp as a medium 

to communicate their opinions and ask 

question to Gypsy-Travelers affairs. During 

the fieldwork, the municipality of Emmen 

was making plans for the renewal for some 

smaller Gypsy-Traveler sites, generating 

a lot of mostly informal communication 

between members of the community and the 

municipality. Digital applications appear to 

be of growing importance in this. The social 

worker in Emmen commented during one of 

the fieldwork days:

“In our line of work it is important to stay 

in touch with the residents. The Gypsy-Trave-

network. According to the project manager of 

Gypsy-Travelers affairs, however, the munic-

ipality had to actively promote the inclusion 

of the sites in the plans to ensure that the 

telecommunications companies would not 

ignore them. This way, further marginaliza-

tion was prevented. 

Moreover, most Gypsy-Travelers own PCs, 

laptop/notebooks, tablet PCs, and smart-

phones. During the visits to families in their 

homes, there were continuous sounds of dig-

ital devices, such as incoming messages and 

other notifications, showing the importance 

of these devices for communication and 

social relations.  

It is important to note here that the specif-

ic sedentarized character of Gypsy-Travelers 

in the Netherlands makes them different 

from communities in other countries, where 

they are not sedentarized. In the United 

Kingdom, a group of Gypsy-Travelers are still 

(semi)nomadic and travelling (Shubin, 2011), 

and the sites they visit do not offer broadband 

connections. This is also the case in Flanders 

(Belgium) on the municipal controlled sites 

(observations during a visit to a site in Ghent, 

Belgium, on June 27, 2014). Mobility requires 

mobile broadband to remain adequately 

connected. 

The organization of the following sub-

sections is inspired by the Bourdieusian 

corresponding fields model of Helsper (2012), 

discerning between the social, cultural, 

economic, and personal fields. The results 

comprise the problems that the respondents 

experience in usage and obtaining access, 

and the resources that are available to them 

– in their specific socio-spatial context – in 

order to overcome these problems.
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us” (several interviews and observations 

in Emmen, September to December 2013, 

and interviews in Dommelen, Opende and 

Buitenpost). This is in line with observations 

made by Powell (2013a), Shubin and Swan-

son (2010), and Vanderbeck (2005) that Gyp-

sy-Travelers experience exclusion intensively. 

In this light, the empowerment that so-

cial media potentially provide is very much 

needed to overcome the persistent exclusion 

by settled society; however, the question 

of whether digital inclusion can solve this 

matter, remains unanswered. 

    

6.5.2  

Gypsy-Traveler culture in the digital age:  

norms, values, and gender roles 

Social media can function as an accessible 

stage for expressions of Gypsy-Traveler cul-

ture. The policy maker of the municipality of 

Emmen showed examples of pages on Face-

book, on which the history of Gypsy-Trave-

lers in the Netherlands is discussed. There 

are also more entertainment-focused pages 

with links to YouTube movies on aspects of 

Gypsy-Traveler culture. Social media poten-

tially play a role here as a bonding element. 

Both the Gypsy-Travelers and the pro-

fessionals of the municipality pointed out 

the gender differences – a cultural marker 

– regarding the use of digital applications. 

From the interviews with the gatekeeper of 

the Sinti community in Dommelen and the 

policy maker of the municipality of Emmen, 

it became clear that Sinti women, and to a 

lesser extent the Traveler women, usually 

adopted new technologies earlier than men. 

According to the policy maker this can be 

explained by the traditional gender roles in 

the Sinti community – men are travelling for 

work, women take care of the housekeeping 

ler culture is largely based on oral communi-

cation. “Stick to your word” is what they tell 

us. We as representatives of the municipality 

are gatekeepers to the truth for them. We 

continuously have to repeat our information, 

avoid misunderstandings. We have to make 

sure there is the right buzz on the sites. To 

create this buzz, we have to communicate 

by telephone, text messages, and even 

WhatsApp messages these days.”

This ‘buzz’ on the sites shows the impor-

tance of this specific spatial context. It is 

a place of strong ties in extended families 

living closely together on that location 

(Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009). Resources 

from the social field are available and easily 

accessible.

An empowering dimension of social 

media is that they have a mobilizing power 

through intensifying existing social relations. 

In the social field, digital applications and 

social media provide channels through which 

Gypsy-Travelers can send out their voice to 

representatives of institutions. The amount 

of “likes” that messages or statements on 

Facebook get indicate the prevailing opinion 

in the Gypsy-Traveler community, according 

to the policy maker in Emmen:

“It’s getting more common for Travelers 

to create Facebook pages with political 

statements on them. We are becoming more 

alert to these developments. And not just 

to tackle them, but because they are a good 

indication of the views in the communities.”

Despite the empowering effects of social 

media, there is still a strong need for Gyp-

sy-Travelers to stand up for their position in 

society. On every site, residents argued that 

they were a “forgotten group” and that “both 

the people and the municipality would rath-

er have us stay here on our sites and ignore 
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In light of the cultural field, the Gyp-

sy-Traveler culture provides resources – the 

proxy users – to negotiate digitalization. 

Observations showed that children and 

grandchildren were often needed to assist 

the older generations in filling in paper and 

digital forms (observations made during 

fieldwork with social worker in Emmen, 

September to December 2013). The social 

worker commented on this that to avoid 

difficulties, older people postpone using 

digital forms for as long as possible: “paper 

forms cause enough problems.” However, 

the children, grandchildren, and cousins 

play the role of proxy users and assist in the 

use of technologies. 

 

6.5.3  

Digital livelihoods: online  

trade and labor market chances

Recent reports on the Dutch situation have 

shown that Gypsy-Travelers have poor labor 

market chances, and many of them decide – 

to some extent out of necessity – to become 

self-employed (FRANET, 2012; MOVISIE, 

2013). The use of websites for business, 

trade, and consumption purposes is com-

mon in the communities. For consumption, 

the main reason is to find online bargains. 

For business and trade purposes, trading 

websites such as eBay.com or marktplaats.

nl (Dutch equivalent of eBay) can create a 

larger market. So for economic reasons, 

Gypsy-Travelers are willing to mix selectively 

with settled society (see also Sibley, 1998). 

However, the success of this mixing depends 

on the willingness of the settled society to 

engage in a transaction with people from a 

Gypsy-Traveler site. 

The interviews and observations show 

that trading through the Internet does not 

(Lucassen et al., 1998) – which provided 

women with the opportunity to learn how to 

use new technologies a safe environment at 

home:

“Women are further developed than men. 

The man lives for travelling, well at least he 

used to. He was always on the road peddling, 

selling. And the women, they ruled the 

house, also the household and the budget. 

So they are just further developed, they 

needed to learn how to do new things, and 

they had the time to do it.”

The gatekeeper from Dommelen recog-

nizes that these traditional gender roles 

used to play an important role in women’s 

opportunities to learn. However, she also 

points out that in the younger generations 

these traditional roles are fading. Basic edu-

cation has become more common for both 

sexes, yet until recently Gypsy-Travelers were 

reluctant to follow education which was or-

ganized by the settled culture (Vanderbeck, 

2009; Weller, 2005):

“Yes, better than my husband [able to 

write]. It’s just the generation. And you do 

notice that with us, well, every twenty years, 

regarding education. I had less education 

than my daughters, so that goes on and on. 

It’s getting more and more important.”

…

“The boys used to go along with their 

dad, collecting scrap-metal and such, but 

that’s getting less [common]. If they now 

want to start up a demolition company or 

something else they can start up more or 

less independently, they need diplomas and 

stuff, paperwork; they have to work for that.”

The lack of literacy of Gypsy-Traveler men 

– especially the older men – implies that 

they are more vulnerable to digital exclusion 

than Gypsy-Traveler women. 



134

Chapter 6

has been a problem among Gypsy-Travelers 

since the early twentieth century, long 

before digitalization, which has resulted 

in a relatively weak labor-market position 

(Timmermans and Van den Hurk, 2002). Or 

as Sibley (1998: 99) concluded, Gypsy-Trav-

elers experience difficulties once they try 

to leave their own “hidden economy” and 

become part of the wage labor force. Many 

professions currently require basic literacy, 

and without it people are seen as unable 

to fulfill the requirements. As a Sinti from 

Dommelen describes it:

“I am actually a car painter and a cabin 

builder; I can learn to do everything hands-

on. I have done that for four, five years. But 

nowadays you have to read everything from 

books, and that doesn’t work for me.”

In the development towards a digital 

information society lies a new risk of exclu-

sion from employment. In general, a lack 

of literacy and the limited ability to process 

information can hinder one in doing a 

job, resulting in less opportunity and in 

exclusion from employment, and eventually 

a dependency on welfare systems. A lack of 

digital literacy and skills, combined with 

existing limited abilities to process informa-

tion, can lead to further problems. The Sinti 

from Dommelen continues:

“To be honest, I have some trouble with 

using digital stuff. I can call someone, and 

that’s enough for me. All the rest I can’t do. 

On the computer I watch movies on YouTube. 

I can do all that, but how you have to type 

and all that, I don’t know. What someone else 

does in five minutes, I might need twenty 

minutes for.”

This example shows the possible impli-

cations of how a lack of offline literacy can 

resonate in a digital lack of literacy. In a work-

efface differences and exclusion from the 

offline world. Some Gypsy-Travelers claim to 

experience exclusion in the economic field 

when they offer their trade online. When 

potential buyers find out that the trade is 

offered from a Gypsy-Traveler site, the deal 

is sometimes cancelled. A Traveler from 

Buitenpost explains:

“Well, if everyone who promised to ac-

tually showed up, I could have some good 

Chinese food! It happened to me [buyers not 

showing up]. Saying “we could not find you” 

and such. They don’t trust it or are afraid 

they’ll make a bad buy … but most of it we 

just sold from here directly at the caravan. 

Sometimes I get the feeling if I sell some-

thing again, I will do it from the house of my 

parents-in-law [not Travelers]. If customers 

are put off because the trade is from a Gyp-

sy-Traveler site, you know.”

Some potential buyers from the settled 

society consider a Gypsy-Traveler site as a 

place that cannot be trusted for a transac-

tion. This is in line with the literature on the 

problematic relationship between settled and 

travelling communities (Sibley, 1995; Powell, 

2013a). The offline meaning of this place in 

the economic field resonates in the digital 

economic field.

In Emmen, the Traveler men often led a 

mobile working life to make a living, for ex-

ample for car and metal trade. While on the 

road, they use smartphones to take orders 

and make sales. For these men, their way of 

making a living required to become digitally 

engaged. Through this, “travelling as a way of 

being” (Shubin, 2011) fueled the motivation 

to become digitally engaged. 

The levels of digital skills and literacy 

affect the position of Gypsy-Travelers in the 

labor market. A lack of education and literacy 
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are digitally literate, there are those who are 

poorly digitally literate and do not use digital 

applications. These less digitally literate 

persons are often older people who are often 

poorly literate in general, indicating that 

their reluctant attitude towards education 

(Timmermans and Van den Hurk, 2002; 

Weller, 2005) has led to digital exclusion. 

Motives to become digitally literate vary 

from one individual to the next, but it is 

commonly driven by activities or cultural 

practices already performed in everyday life, 

such as hobbies, volunteering, and everyday 

practicalities in the household. In Emmen, 

a Traveler showed his check-in system for 

his incoming homing pigeons. He explained 

that before he had this digital system, he 

was losing time in competition flights 

due to the telephone check-in system. The 

telephone system consisted of making 

a telephone call to the organization and 

going through a time-consuming check-in 

process. By adopting the digital system he is 

now more competitive. His hobby drove him 

to become digitally engaged. 

A Sinti in Dommelen, mother of a child 

with diabetes, showed another example of 

how an efficiency improvement in an every-

day practice has been a motive for learning 

how to use digital applications:

“I use my smartphone especially for 

e-mails. Particularly for e-mails from the 

pediatrician and school and such. [child’s 

name] has diabetes. She has an insulin 

pump, and I connect it to the laptop, and 

then it starts uploading. All the data is in 

that pump, like how high the sugar level is, 

and that goes directly to the pediatrician. 

And then he [pediatrician] sends an e-mail 

back saying what I should change. Yeah, 

that’s the easiest.”

place, an employee cannot rely on others, i.e. 

proxy users, to fulfill the duties that require 

digital skills and literacy. One must be able 

to use digital applications independently, 

otherwise the exclusion from employment 

intensifies. 

 

6.5.4  

The digital individual: skills, literacies, 

and experiences

Financial resources to acquire access do not 

seem to be a problem at any of the fieldwork 

sites, even though on every site some house-

holds are placed in debt management pro-

grams. Even though it is not formal policy, 

a fixed Internet connection is usually seen 

as essential for households (interview with 

social worker in Emmen, November 2013). 

Smartphone ownership is common, except 

for older people. However, some Gypsy-Trav-

elers mentioned that it is hard for them to 

get permanent mobile data subscriptions for 

smartphones. Based on a postcode check, 

mobile phone providers often refuse to 

supply the requested subscription, claiming 

they expect problems with payments. Gyp-

sy-Travelers have “contaminated postcodes”, 

as a Traveler in Emmen formulated it. Their 

place – in this case their physical location 

– limits their digital engagement, because 

mobile phone providers have labeled it as 

not creditworthy. Again, Gypsy-Travelers are 

stigmatized because of their marginal place 

of residence (see also Powell, 2008). In both 

the personal field and the economic field 

(online trading) the Gypsy-Traveler site is 

viewed by the settled society as untrustwor-

thy. The meaning of the sites as a specific 

place plays an exclusionary role in both the 

personal and the economic field. 

Although there are Gypsy-Travelers who 



136

Chapter 6

 6.6. 
Reconsidering Gypsy- 
Travelers’ social and  
digital exclusion

6.6.1  

Overcoming digital inequalities: place 

and culture matter

The growing potential and the continuous 

development of new ICT applications, com-

bined with digital inequalities, imply grow-

ing differences among people regarding 

using or benefiting from digital applications 

(Gilbert et al., 2008; Helsper, 2012). Among 

Gypsy-Travelers, digitalization also leads to 

growing differences. Although poor digital 

literacy and engagement is found more of-

ten among older Gypsy-Travelers – often due 

to poor literacy in general – the fieldwork 

shows that there are many Gypsy-Travelers 

who are to a large extent digitally engaged. 

However, due to a long history of exclusion 

they engage on their own terms and actual 

inclusion is not taking place (Sibley, 1998). 

The out-group communication is a good 

example of the selective engagement, since 

it seems to take place only when it is of use 

to the Gypsy-Travelers.

The culture of Gypsy-Travelers provides 

an advantage for those who are less digitally 

engaged, which could help prevent growing 

digital inequalities. Since the everyday life for 

a large part still revolves around the extended 

families on sites (Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 

2009; Shubin, 2011), there are many potential 

proxy users available for those who are strug-

gling with the use of digital applications. 

On several visits, residents pointed out that, 

if they experienced problems using digital 

devices or applications, there was usually a 

neighbor or family member around to assist. 

Both examples (homing pigeons and 

child with diabetes) show that personal 

drivers play a role in becoming digitally en-

gaged. This finding is not unique for Gyp-

sy-Travelers (see for example Rogers 2003; 

Lindberg and Udén, 2010), but it does show 

that this general aspect of digital inclusion 

also applies to this vulnerable group.

The mother whose child has diabetes 

was an exceptional case in the fieldwork. 

In the context of the personal field, Gyp-

sy-Travelers mainly use digital applica-

tions for recreational and entertainment 

purposes; purposes which are commonly 

embedded in the extended family (several 

interviews and observations in Emmen, 

September to December 2013, and 

interviews in Dommelen, Opende and 

Buitenpost). Access to digital platforms and 

digital information did not seem to bring 

about an urge to become more informed 

or educated in a broader sense. In this 

light, digital inclusion does not seem to 

change the existing behavior and civic 

engagement. Also in the digital fields, the 

Gypsy-Travelers “mix on their own terms” 

(Sibley, 1998). The lack of “offline” literacy 

resonates in online behavior, perpetuating 

the information deficit of Gypsy-Travelers 

(see also Weller, 2005). The digital personal 

field is a continuation of the offline person-

al field.
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activities in a positive sense, enabling contacts 

with distant relatives. On the other hand, dig-

ital engagement was often merely recreational 

and social in character, and based on the fami-

ly and community network, resembling offline 

engagements and literacies. These types of en-

gagement are often not beneficial for people’s 

overall social inclusion, whereas interaction 

with members of the settled society and infor-

mational and learning-oriented engagement 

would be (Selwyn, 2003; Helsper, 2012). It can 

be argued that many Gypsy-Travelers are dig-

itally engaged and included into the ongoing 

digitalization process, but to achieve benefits 

for their overall social inclusion, they need 

to engage in more empowering purposes as 

well. Yet again, these digital developments are 

embedded in the complex and problematic 

relation between Gypsy-Travelers and the 

settled society, with persistent offline social 

exclusion mechanisms, a lack of education, 

and the Gypsy-Travelers’ own terms on how 

to engage and interact as constraining factors 

(Sibley, 1998; Weller, 2005; Powell, 2008; 

2013b). 

 

6.6.2  

Towards a more contextualized debate

In the digitalizing everyday life of Gypsy-Trav-

elers, space is more than just the margin-

alizing factor as is commonly assumed 

(Sibley, 1995; Powell, 2013a). Space plays an 

important facilitating role in their strategies 

to become digitally engaged. These strategies 

are determined by the physical proximity 

of family members, either close or distant 

relatives, in the specific spatial setting of the 

site. The marginal space of the Gypsy-Traveler 

site has proven that it provides some of the 

support that is needed to deal with ICT-related 

change and problems.

Such help by proxy users prevents further 

negative consequences. In such cases, a lack 

of digital engagement on the part of an indi-

vidual does not automatically lead to further 

digital or social exclusion, contrary to the 

prevailing user-centric theories (Mariën and 

Prodnik, 2014).

For some activities from the personal field, 

however, Gypsy-Travelers find asking for 

help from a proxy user to be more difficult or 

shameful. Examples of this are personal and 

household paperwork and online banking, in 

particular when there are financial problems 

or payment arrears. Even though there is 

hope for those who are digitally excluded, the 

practice of some digital everyday activities 

cannot be supported by proxy users. 

Gypsy-Travelers are not unique in this 

(see for example Crang et al., 2007), but their 

relatively large network of proxy users shows 

that the effects of a lack of individual digital 

engagement on social exclusion can be limit-

ed. Their place of residence, the Gypsy-Trav-

eler site, hosts many of these resources. This 

shows that the socio-spatial context plays 

an important role in negotiating the digital 

developments and limiting the negative 

impacts for those who cannot keep up. In the 

process of negotiating, the strong in-group 

relations intensify even further. The building 

of out-group relations, on the other hand, is 

frustrated by offline mutual avoidance, social 

exclusion, and marginalization. 

Most interviewees experienced positive 

effects of digital life, with social media as 

prominent examples. The use of social media, 

however, shows the ambiguous meaning of 

digitalization for Gypsy-Travelers, and the 

problematic relation between them and the 

settled society (Sibley, 1998; Powell, 2008). 

Using social media can add to recreational 
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of the settled society, the Gypsy-Traveler site 

remains a place to avoid, also in the digital 

age. Once the online starts interacting with 

the offline, marginalization from the social 

realm is reproduced (see also 6.3).

In general, the current axiom in the digital 

inequalities debate does not explain the find-

ings in Dutch Gypsy-Travelers communities. 

This paper shows that context matters for the 

impact of digitalization, especially spatial, 

social, and cultural context. The generic 

theoretical assumption that social exclusion 

automatically leads to digital exclusion 

should be adjusted. The attention paid to 

vulnerable groups in the digital inequalities 

debate should be complemented with atten-

tion to specific in-group and place-dependent 

mechanisms. The increasing attention for 

vulnerable groups can only be meaningful 

if group-specific characteristics are taken 

into account. For other vulnerable groups or 

excluded people (see for example Crang et al., 

2007; Lindberg and Úden, 2010; Rennie et al., 

2013), in-group dynamics can be expected to 

play an important role as well in dealing with 

change. The Gypsy-Travelers case is an exam-

ple of this, but findings from this group are 

not generally transferable to other vulnerable 

groups. It can be concluded, though, that a 

group-specific perspective – or community 

perspective – adds insights to the debate 

on the relation between social and digital 

inclusion; insights which would not come 

naturally with a user-centered approach. 

Research into the digital engagement and 

inclusion of Gypsy-Travelers shows their per-

sistent social exclusion in the offline world 

and their selective mixing without actually 

integrating (Sibley, 1998; Powell, 2008). They 

are not digitally excluded per se, but for 

digital developments to become an oppor-

Prevailing theories on digital and social 

exclusion state that social exclusion leads to 

digital exclusion (Livingstone and Helsper, 

2007; Gilbert et al., 2008). This paper pro-

vides a more nuanced understanding of the 

relation between social and digital exclusion. 

Inequalities in the offline context do not 

necessarily preclude resourceful behavior 

for online purposes. Socially excluded and 

marginalized Gypsy-Travelers can become 

digitally engaged, and are to a certain degree 

included into digital developments. However, 

all digital developments are embedded in 

offline social and spatial contexts (Selwyn, 

2004; Robinson, 2009; Helsper, 2012). In line 

with the conclusions of Mariën and Prodnik, 

the positive impact of digital inclusion on 

social inclusion remains limited, since 

“inequalities continue to be reproduced at 

a wider social level, which, again, leads to 

mechanisms of individual exclusion” (2014: 

44). This paper shows that it is, in fact, the 

wider social and spatial level that reproduces 

the inequalities for Gypsy-Travelers. 

The limited impact becomes clear in 

the case of the Gypsy-Travelers’ activism in 

the social and cultural field through social 

media. Digital messages resonate in the 

offline social world. The political statements 

and cultural expressions reproduce othering 

processes between Gypsy-Travelers and 

settled society (Sibley, 1995), resembling 

the community’s problematic relationship 

with the media and publicity (Richardson, 

2006). While those statements and expres-

sions reinforce the cultural consciousness 

of Gypsy-Travelers, it can also provide the 

settled society with material to emphasize or 

accentuate differences, and eventually rein-

force exclusion and marginalization (Powell, 

2008; 2013a; Robinson, 2009). For members 
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tunity for them, there should be continuous 

attention to the overall social inclusion of 

Gypsy-Travelers. Gypsy-Traveler communities 

are in themselves resilient and self-reliant, 

but nevertheless still dependent on settled 

society in order to overcome longstanding 

inequalities, also in the digital age. Their case 

shows that digital inclusion is part of a wider 

and highly spatial, but mostly offline-based 

constellation, which as a whole shapes the 

inclusionary and exclusionary mechanisms. 

At best, digital inclusion is a first step to-

wards social inclusion, yet it is not a panacea 

for social exclusion.
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Abstract

Enduring social exclusion has forced Gypsy-Travelers to specialize 

in marginal economic activities. These marginal specializations build 

on specific skills, attitudes, and strategies which are valuable for the 

communities’ overall development. Today’s Gypsy-Traveler communities face 

a context of rapid economic restructuring, due in part to advancements in 

technology and digitalization. This paper combines the literatures on the 

exclusion of Gypsy-Travelers and marginal entrepreneurship to demonstrate 

the need for recognition of community-specific assets, even those linked 

to illicit or illegal activities. Based on the Dutch context, a framework 

is proposed for conceptualizing the possible impact of four community 

assets on Gypsy-Traveler community resilience. The paper concludes with 

a discussion of the potential for a community-based approach in the work 

of, for example, liaison officers and policymakers, which would unlock 

community assets and strengthen the communities’ economic position. 

The key challenge for practitioners is to counter the dominant, negative 

discourses on Gypsy-Travelers, while at the same time tempering the 

possible diverging effects of building on community-specific assets.

Keywords

Gypsy-Travelers, Community Assets, Entrepreneurship, Community 

Resilience, Marginality
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7.1  

Introduction
For centuries, Gypsy-Travelers have lived on 

the margins of societies. The problematic 

relationship between settled and traveling 

cultures has been marked by social and 

spatial exclusion. Whereas mainstream set-

tled society has excluded “the others”, that 

is the Gypsy-Travelers, these “others” only 

want to be included “on their own terms” 

(Sibley, 1998; Powell, 2013a). Economic inte-

gration through trading and participating 

in the settled society’s labor market has 

proven to be complex. This has underlined 

the need for Gypsy-Travelers to remain 

self-reliant and able to live independently, 

economically and otherwise, from the settled 

society (Powell, 2013a; MOVISIE, 2013). The 

long history of both exclusion and economic 

dependence has resulted in a “hidden econo-

my”, run by Gypsy-Travelers (Sibley, 1998: 99). 

Traditionally, Gypsy-Travelers have engaged 

in economic activities that are looked down 

upon by people in settled society. These often 

take place out of sight from yet still accessible 

to settled society (Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 

2009). Researchers and policymakers have 

long ignored such activities, but the recent 

literature acknowledges that, in order to fully 

understand social and economic develop-

ment, marginal and illegal activities need 

to be studied as well (Somerville et al., 2015; 

Smith and McElwee, 2013).  

Previous work has pointed out the ambig-

uous relationship, marked by exclusion and 

dependence, between Gypsy-Travelers and 

settled society (Sibley, 1995; 1998; Powell, 

2013a). Gypsy-Travelers seem quite aware 

that they are an “unwanted necessity” in the 

economic field. In performing their “hidden” 

economic activities they have acquired distinc-

tive community assets and a specific entrepre-

neurial attitude (Salemink, 2014). These assets 

and attitudes are valuable features of the Gyp-

sy-Traveler community (or culture), and can 

contribute to the communities’ development 

and strengthen their economic position. 

Building on the author’s experiences with 

Gypsy-Traveler communities, both as a practi-

tioner and as a researcher, this paper aims to 

“unlock” the assets of such communities. To 

do so, it discusses the role of marginal entre-

preneurship – or “marginal specialization” 

– in the everyday lives of Gypsy-Travelers. A key 

question addressed is what assets have these 

communities developed to help them cope 

with exclusion and material hardships. The 

literatures on marginalization and entrepre-

neurship are combined in order to assess the 

potential role of marginal entrepreneurship in 

creating resilient communities.

The hidden economy is expected to 

undergo significant change under the 

influence of wider social developments 

(Salemink, 2016). The inevitable impact of 

rapid economic restructuring on traditional 

entrepreneurial activities, especially in 

light of advances in technology and digital-

ization (Townsend et al., 2013; Mariën and 

Prodnik, 2014), implies a need to revisit 

Gypsy-Traveler livelihoods. Indeed, the 

contemporary development towards a digital 

information society is changing the way that 

entrepreneurs in general are expected to run 

their businesses and engage with potential 

customers. 

This paper begins with an account of the 

socio-economic history of Gypsy-Travelers in 

the Netherlands. The role of two major policies 

from the twentieth century is reviewed – the 

Caravan Dwellers Act and the Civilizing Offen-
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and education in particular, have proven 

problematic for Gypsy-Travelers (Khonraad 

and Veldhuijsen, 2009; Shubin and Swanson, 

2010). Self-employment is a prominent feature 

of Gypsy-Traveler community economies, yet 

at the same time unemployment and depend-

ence on the welfare system are considered 

to be a major problem (Khonraad, 2000; 

FRANET, 2012; Sollie et al., 2013). Taking a 

broader perspective, Sibley (1998) discusses 

the notion of a “hidden economy”. Because of 

centuries of exclusion, Gypsy-Travelers choose 

“to mix without integrating” (Sibley, 1998: 

99), applying their own terms and interacting 

as they wish with the settled society (see also 

Powell, 2008). According to Sibley (1998: 99) 

Gypsy-Traveler culture, and its norms and val-

ues, includes a culture-specific “hidden econ-

omy” which would become inoperable if they 

were to integrate into “the larger society”. As 

such, Sibley demonstrated that this excluded 

and marginalized position is partly caused by 

the settled society, and partly a consequence 

of the Gypsy-Travelers’ choice to preserve their 

culture and maintain their economic inde-

pendence. In light of the Bourdieusian frame-

work  of “fields of exclusion” (Bourdieu, 1990; 

Helsper, 2012), this two-way exclusionary yet 

ambiguous relationship is particularly com-

plex in the economic field (Salemink, 2016). 

When economic integration takes place, it 

does so on the Gypsy-Travelers’ terms. 

In the Dutch case, the Gypsy-Travelers’ 

reserve vis-à-vis integration can be explained 

by two dominant policies that were aimed at 

sedentarization and assimilation: 

1. the Caravan Dwellers Act  

(Woonwagenwet) and restrictive  

planning policies in general, and 

2. the Civilizing Offensive  

(Beschavingsoffensief) 

sive. Their impacts on Gypsy-Traveler culture 

and economic activities are then assessed. The 

next section describes the methodology of the 

paper and the positionality of the author. The 

final two sections reflect on community assets 

that could potentially be used to strengthen 

the economic position of Gypsy-Traveler com-

munities, and the role practitioners could play 

in unlocking these assets. 

7.2 

“The Settled” and  
“The Traveling”: exclusion,  
mutual avoidance, and  
economic dependence
Throughout history, Gypsy-Travelers have 

been stigmatized by and excluded from set-

tled European societies (Cottaar et al., 1992; 

Powell, 2008; Shubin, 2011). According to Sib-

ley (1995), the majority of settled people (“the 

self”) see those who travel, that is, nomadic 

communities, as “the other”; a deviant and 

untrustworthy group that threatens the 

way of life of “the self”. Through a complex 

system of policies, behaviors, and practices, 

Gypsy-Travelers were eventually forced into a 

marginal position, socially and spatially on 

the fringes of society (Powell, 2013a). Interac-

tions between the settled and traveling com-

munities do exist, but the dominant settled 

community only turns to the Gypsy-Travelers 

when undesirable jobs need doing (Sibley, 

1995; 1998). Historical examples are the “rag-

and-bone men” in the United Kingdom and 

the “kiepenkerls” (itinerant traders) in the 

Netherlands and Germany. 

Integration into “mainstream society” in 

general, and the mainstream labor market 
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Table 7.1 | Two dominant policy ideas which have influenced the Gypsy-Travelers willingness to integrate (based on  
 Khonraad, 2000; Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009; Powell, 2013b; Sollie et al., 2013)

Caravan Dwellers Act
(Woonwagenwet)

Civilizing Offensive
(Beschavingsoffensief; not an official act)

Key aims Regulate travel behavior
Contain “the gypsy-problem” in designated 
locations
Sedentarization through restrictive planning

“Civilize” the poor, the socially excluded, and 
the “misfits”
Improve living conditions and well-being
Assimilate subcultures 

Timeframe 
and focal 
points

1918-2000 
Sedentarization strategies varied through time
Large sites designated as “independent com-
munities” until the 1970s
Breakdown into smaller sites, from the 1980s 
until now, in order to stimulate integration
No national policy frame since the abolishment 
in 2000

Throughout the 20th century
Consistent with the ideas of a socially 
engineered society (maakbare samenleving) 
prevalent until the 1970s
Lost its importance after rise of neoliberalism in 
the 1980s
Multiculturalism in the 1990s
Since the early 2000s less tolerance towards 
minorities

Impact on 
Gypsy- 
Travelers 

Sedentary housing at designated sites
Traveling is no longer possible
Gypsy-Travelers consider governments and 
institutions to be untrustworthy 

Distrust towards governments and institutions 
“Loss of culture”
No experienced recognition as a minority

Due to planning restrictions, however, busi-

nesses with considerable environmental 

impacts may no longer be run close to a 

residential area. The alternative – buying or 

renting a commercial building on an indus-

trial park – is financially impossible for many 

Gypsy-Travelers. Often they cannot get a loan 

from a bank because their caravans or cha-

lets are not considered of value as collateral 

(Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009). 

This set of institutional restrictions has 

contributed to the Gypsy-Travelers’ percep-

tion that they are losing their culture and 

are discriminated against by authorities 

(Sibley, 1998; Powell, 2013b). Furthermore, 

the shifts in focal points over the years have 

made the communities suspicious – or even 

distrusting – towards national and local 

governments. Gypsy-Travelers interpret the 

policy shifts as indicative of institutions 

Table 7.1 summarizes the key ideas under-

lying these two policies, alongside their 

timeframes and focal points, and their im-

pacts on Gypsy-Traveler communities in the 

Netherlands. 

The main impact of these two policies was 

that Gypsy-Travelers became sedentarized. 

As a result, they have experienced a “loss 

of culture” and do not feel recognized as 

a minority, even though they are officially 

acknowledged as a minority within the Eu-

ropean Union (EU Agency for Fundamental 

Rights, 2010). The loss of culture stems from 

institutional and legal restrictions on their 

traditional economic activities, such as the 

used-car trade, metal trade, and recycling 

(Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009; Salemink, 

2016). The main issue here is that, tradition-

ally, they were used to running home-based 

businesses (Khonraad, 2000; FRANET, 2012). 
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sy-Travelers, which depict them as mythical 

and “imaginary” (Shubin and Swanson, 

2010) or as “defiled” (Sibley, 1995) and “an-

ti-social” (Richardson, 2006). The effect 

of these dominant discourses and their 

“gazes” is that community assets and in-

group mechanisms, which potentially could 

be capitalized on, remain hidden. This 

paper therefore attempts to unravel what 

Sibley (1998) called the “hidden economy.” 

By recognizing the potential role of margin-

al economic and entrepreneurial activities, 

this paper contributes to the debate on 

creating and enhancing community resil-

ience. Furthermore, by recognizing com-

munity-specific norms, values, and cultural 

traits, it seeks to inform policy and other 

initiatives aimed enhancing the economic 

position of Gypsy-Traveler communities. 

The relation between the sedentarized 

Gypsy-Travelers communities and settled 

society has been problematic throughout 

history. The paradox in this is that commu-

nity-building by capitalizing on culture-spe-

cific elements could potentially put them 

at a greater distance from settled society. 

Differences between the two then become 

more prominent, which could result in the 

reproduction of exclusionary processes 

(Salemink, 2016). The long-term economic, 

social, and cultural impacts of such an out-

come are uncertain, but they need to be con-

sidered when unraveling the hidden econ-

omy, especially as some community assets 

may currently be linked to illegal activities.

Marginal economic activities, for exam-

ple, illicit or illegal entrepreneurship, can 

contribute to a local or community econo-

my, outside of the purview of statistics or 

formal representations of the livelihoods 

of the people or communities concerned 

failing to deliver on their earlier promises 

(FRANET, 2012; Salemink, 2014). They feel 

they can only rely on their community or 

their extended family, and they limit in-

teractions with the settled society to those 

that are strictly necessary. To sustain their 

livelihood, however, trading with the settled 

society is necessary (Salemink, 2016).

7.3  

Marginal specialization:  
Gypsy-Traveler culture and 
community assets
Despite the restrictive policies of the past 

decades, Gypsy-Travelers in the Netherlands 

still claim to be an entrepreneurial commu-

nity (FRANET, 2012; MOVISIE, 2013). From 

their marginal position, Gypsy-Travelers 

have specialized in specific economic activ-

ities. Mainstream society needs these en-

terprises, but prefers that they take place in 

the social and spatial margins, for example, 

because they are polluting or illegal. Dealing 

in scrap metal, wastepaper, used cars, and 

the repair of used products are well-known 

examples of Gypsy-Travelers specializations 

(Lucassen et al., 1998; Khonraad, 2000). 

This paper argues that these marginal spe-

cializations play an important role in the 

entrepreneurial behavior of Gypsy-Travelers. 

Their excluded position has forced them 

to be self-reliant – in which that “self” is 

interpreted either as the household, the 

extended family, or the community – since 

they cannot rely on settled society to provide 

sustainable livelihoods (see also Powell, 

2013a; Sollie et al., 2013). 

This notion of self-reliance contrasts with 

dominant discourses in society on Gyp-
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task would benefit from an awareness of the 

assets of the communities they are working 

with. Current practices, either legal or ille-

gal, stem from the value-creating features of 

the community or culture, and the fact that 

these features are used for illegal activities 

does not preclude their application in legal 

practices. The key challenge lies in defying 

prejudice and stereotypes, and contesting the 

dominant discourse of Gypsy-Travelers being 

unable to contribute to the wider society. The 

framework proposed in this paper can guide 

recognition of these valuable features, or in 

other words, assets.

7.4  

Methodology and  
positionality  
Three building blocks underlie the data 

for this paper. Each of the three represents 

a component of my experience with Gyp-

sy-Traveler communities, either as a practi-

tioner or as a researcher, between March 2010 

and November 2014. A comparable approach, 

based on personal accounts, was adopted by 

Bosworth (2012). His work demonstrates that 

ethnographic accounts of a particular case 

can provide “a level of detail unobtainable 

through more conventional research tech-

niques” (Bosworth, 2012: 504). Moreover, con-

ventional research techniques are not easily 

applied in relation to Gypsy-Travelers. Even 

though they are now largely sedentarized (see 

Photo 1 for an example), they are still consid-

ered a ‘hard to reach group’ and they are not 

keen on allowing outsiders into their homes 

and lives (Khonraad and Veldhuijsen, 2009). 

The problematic relation between the settled 

society and the Gypsy-Travelers is reflected 

(Williams, 2006). According to Somerville 

et al. (2015), denying the role of illicit and 

illegal entrepreneurs in a local economy, in 

their case the rural economy, results in a 

misperception of the economic – and thereby 

social – value of marginal activities: “Illicit 

rural entrepreneurs may well have multiple 

business interests that generate employment 

and develop the (…) economy” (Somerville et 

al., 2015: 223). Recognizing the importance of 

marginal economic activities, even activities 

that are illicit or illegal, is a precondition for 

better understanding community economies. 

Smith and McElwee (2013: 129) concluded 

that recognizing illegal economic activities as 

a strategy to generate alternative income will 

aid in unraveling the causes and implications 

of changes in communities. Yet recognition 

of this is often hindered by the dominant 

discourse, as is the case with Gypsy-Travelers. 

The discourses around Gypsy-Travelers 

are framed negatively, since this group is 

often depicted as tax-avoiding and criminal 

(Richardson, 2006). A report by the former 

Inspection of the Dutch Ministry of Hous-

ing, Spatial Planning, and the Environment 

concluded that the negligence of local gov-

ernments and law enforcement has created 

opportunities for Gypsy-Traveler sites to 

become criminal hotspots (VROM-Inspectie, 

2009). This has led to marginal specializa-

tion by Gypsy-Travelers, sometimes resulting 

in illegal economic activities. The element 

of negligence, however, is important here. 

It is worthwhile to investigate whether 

there is potential for developing a specific 

community-based approach in which local 

governments, instead of neglecting the com-

munities and their places of residence, focus 

on skills, attitudes, and assets. 

The practitioners entrusted with such a 
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of the Interior and Kingdom Relations of 

the Netherlands from March 2011 until No-

vember 2014. I advised the Ministry on how 

changing welfare policies could be made 

more inclusive towards Gypsy-Travelers. 

The policy shifts then under way especially 

involved the decentralization of welfare 

responsibilities from the national to the 

local level. During this period, I regularly 

paid working visits to Gypsy-Traveler com-

munities throughout the Netherlands, and 

additionally visited municipal offices and 

studied their policies. These working visits 

provided valuable insights into the position 

of Gypsy-Traveler communities in local poli-

cies, and the communities’ attitude towards 

these. Again, I was working for a settled 

society institute, initially creating a degree 

of distrust among the communities. My 

mission however – understanding the com-

munity-specific impacts of a generic policy 

– contributed to removing the distrust and 

helped in getting the conversations going.

The third building block is my research 

at a university in the Netherlands. These 

activities involved interviews in Dommelen 

(Noord-Brabant), Buitenpost (Fryslân) and 

Opende (Groningen), and ethnographic 

fieldwork in Emmen (Drenthe) in 2013 and 

2014. The ethnographic fieldwork consisted 

of ten full working days during which I was 

allowed to accompany a social worker and 

municipal project manager in Emmen. I 

joined them on visits to families at various 

sites and could interview residents, on the 

condition that they remain anonymous. The 

key question in this research was how Gyp-

sy-Travelers negotiate ongoing technological 

change, especially digitalization. The live-

lihoods of Gypsy-Travelers and their lack of 

economic integration into the settled society 

in researcher-interviewee relations and, as a 

representative of a settled society institute, 

the researcher is preferably kept at a dis-

tance. Setbacks for researchers regarding 

permission to conduct or record interviews 

are quite common and these have to be 

compensated with lengthy and intensive 

fieldwork during which one can build a trust 

relation with members of the community – 

see for example Sibley’s seminal work ‘Geog-

raphies of Exclusion: Society and Difference 

in the West’ (1995). Multiple observations 

and insights can then enable the process of 

triangulation, which in turn allows for val-

idation and a deeper understanding of the 

subject of study. 

The first building block is my employ-

ment as a policy officer for social housing 

associations from March 2010 until March 

2011 in the Dutch province of North Hol-

land. My job at these associations included 

developing policy for five authorized Gyp-

sy-Traveler sites. The policy-making process 

required me to regularly visit the sites and 

liaise with families to determine the needs 

of the communities. Another aspect of my 

job during this period was evaluation of 

welfare programs for so-called “multi-prob-

lem families,” including Gypsy-Traveler fam-

ilies. This building block is characterized by 

a somewhat problematic relation with the 

community, as I was of course a represent-

ative of a settled society institute. Showing 

interest in the lives and family histories 

of people, and with that making the con-

versations less formal and more personal, 

helped in building trust and hence creating 

a deeper understanding of the everyday lives 

and activities of Gypsy-Travelers.

The second building block is my subse-

quent work as an advisor to the Ministry 
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this type of research it is crucial to build trust 

relations with actors of both the settled socie-

ty and the Gypsy-Traveler community. 

The section below presents a proposed 

framework for recognizing community 

assets, based on my experiences in the three 

positions described above, and operational-

izes this for the Dutch context. I then reflect 

on the extent to which practitioners could 

play a role in “unlocking” the community 

assets of Gypsy-Travelers.  

were prominent topics in these interviews. 

During this research I was able to build on 

existing trust relations with gatekeepers and 

members of Gypsy-Traveler communities. 

Furthermore, established relations with 

self-employed professionals who worked as 

intermediaries for municipalities provided 

access to several municipal organizations. 

The latter was quite important, because mu-

nicipalities are also “not very keen on having 

a busybody in their organization when it 

comes to Gypsy-Travelers”, as the social 

worker in Emmen explained. Therefore, for 

Photo 7.1 | A typical modern-day Gypsy-Traveler caravan on a  
 sedentary site in Emmen (Photo: the author)
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these negative discourses. Good practices, 

involving community and individual success 

stories, could provide arguments to support 

this. In this paper I deliberately follow the 

logic of good practices for two reasons. First, 

it is not my goal to define ‘best practices’ 

and value one good practice over another. 

The second reason is that ‘bad practices’, on 

the other hand, were sufficiently discussed 

in policy arenas in all three building blocks, 

showing the need for good examples. 

7.5.2  

Good practices and  

conceptualization of impacts

The four above-mentioned community 

assets can be illustrated by presenting 

good practices from the Dutch case. The 

first asset, the need for independence, can 

stimulate learning in later life, enabling 

community members to remain independ-

ent, especially from the government. In 

Hilversum, I came across an older Traveler 

woman in her 70s who had then (2010) re-

cently received a certificate for reading and 

writing achievement at the primary school 

level. She had never attended school or had 

any other formal education, which is quite 

common especially for older Gypsy-Travelers 

(Khonraad, 2000; Timmermans and Van 

den Hurk, 2002). She had always worked in 

her husband’s mobile pancake stall. She 

explained that reading and writing had 

become essential skills in her everyday life, 

and not being able to read or write threat-

ened her independence and self-determina-

tion. To maintain the independence she had 

always enjoyed, she took a literacy course. 

After completing it, she felt more in control 

of her life: “Now the government can’t fool 

me that easily, not anymore!” A degree of 

7.5 
Marginal specialization 
and community resilience: 
unlocking the “hidden 
economy”

7.5.1  

Community assets in the Dutch context

Four characteristics of Gypsy-Travelers in 

the Netherlands stand out from my previous 

experiences. Moreover, all four have been 

confirmed by Gypsy-Travelers themselves 

and by the professionals working with them: 

• the need for independence,

• the sense of community (extended family), 

• the trading culture, and 

• the role of family arts and crafts. 

These characteristics reflect norms, values, 

and cultural traits, and therefore can be 

seen as cultural or community assets. The 

Gypsy-Travelers highly valued these aspects 

of their culture (Sollie et al., 2013; Movi-

sie, 2013), although the professionals were 

more critical. The need for independence, 

particularly, was looked upon critically by 

the professionals, who seemed to share the 

view that “cultivation” of this feature served 

as “justification for remaining below the 

radar” (observations during my work for the 

Ministry of the Interior, 2011-2014). Some 

professionals went so far as to question 

whether Travelers could be considered a 

cultural group, stating that traveling “used 

to be a way of life” (author’s italics). This, 

however, contradicts the EU’s official recog-

nition of Gypsies and Travelers as minorities 

(EU Agency for Fundamental Rights, 2010). 

To acknowledge the communities’ potential 

values, practitioners will have to challenge 
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Gypsy-Travelers in Emmen commented that 

they were forced to become self-employed 

and go into “trading anything that was 

tradable in order to sustain their livelihood” 

(fieldwork 2013–2014). Gypsy-Travelers avoid-

ed the topic of illicit or illegal trading and 

entrepreneurship during interviews, but 

social workers confirmed that illegal activ-

ities were not uncommon. Recent studies 

corroborate the presence of illegal activities 

at Gypsy-Traveler sites (VROM Inspectie, 

2009; Sollie et al., 2013). When asked about 

entrepreneurship, a community gatekeeper 

in Emmen said, “It’s not a problem to be 

on welfare, as long as you do something to 

make your own money.” This “working for 

your own money” can be viewed as an illic-

it activity, since individuals who work are 

not allowed to receive welfare benefits. Yet, 

more controversially, it shows that Gyp-

sy-Travelers are able and willing to work, 

and suggests that receiving benefits does 

not render them structurally inactive. To 

stress once again, the aim of this paper 

is not to condone illegal activity. Rather, in 

line with, for example, Williams (2006) and 

Somerville et al. (2015), it calls for recogni-

tion of behavior and assets that could poten-

tially contribute to community resilience in 

a positive and acceptable way.

The fourth community asset, family arts 

and crafts, is related to the trading culture, 

yet the value of the arts and crafts is gener-

ally recognized by settled society (Cottaar et 

al., 1992). Throughout history, Gypsy-Travel-

ers have specialized in certain arts, such as 

dance and music, and crafts, such as repairs 

and recycling. They traveled while employ-

ing these skills to serve the settled commu-

nities. Many Gypsy-Travelers considered 

this to be at the heart of their culture (inter-

distrust towards the government and the 

need to remain independent had stimulated 

her to become better equipped for interac-

tions with government. This is a positive 

outcome, yet it is also in line with Sibley’s 

(1998) observation that Gypsy-Travelers inte-

grate on their own terms. In the interactions 

between settled society institutions and the 

Traveler woman, writing and reading were 

not thought of as mutually useful; they were 

seen as modi operandi to disadvantage Gyp-

sy-Travelers. Her independence was the per-

sonal motivation to become literate, though 

she regarded the settled society’s norms and 

expectations as ill-natured.  

The second asset, the sense of commu-

nity (based on the extended family), is illus-

trated by the custom for Gypsy-Travelers’ 

extended families to provide many “proxy 

users,” that is, people who assist in the use 

of certain machines, devices, or applications 

(Salemink, 2016). During my fieldwork with 

communities in Emmen it became clear 

that older Gypsy-Travelers had been able to 

negotiate the impact of digitalization and 

computerization with the help of younger 

members of the extended family who lived 

on the site. Both Gypsy-Travelers and the 

professionals who worked with them noted 

this family support system as being an im-

portant feature of Gypsy-Traveler culture. 

This sense of community (or family) had 

helped them to deal with change, making 

the older individuals, and with that the com-

munity as a whole, more resilient.    

The third community asset, the trading 

culture, plays a role in many family histo-

ries (Lucassen et al., 1998). It is in this asset 

that marginality is most prominent, as only 

the undesirable merchandise is left to be 

traded by the Gypsy-Travelers (Sibley, 1995). 
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sy-Travelers to rediscover the potential of 

their arts and crafts. Furthermore, such a re-

vival can positively contribute to the cultural 

self-esteem of Gypsy-Travelers. Considering 

the ‘loss of control’ which many Gypsy-Trav-

elers experienced throughout recent dec-

ades, this could prove to be a valuable asset 

for community development. 

Table 7.2 presents the four community 

assets, and their potential for enhancing 

the communities’ economies and their 

resilience. It should be noted that these 

characteristics or assets are not necessar-

ily exclusive to the Gypsy-Traveler culture, 

as there are other cultures with similar 

characteristics. They do, however, play a 

prominent role in the everyday lives of many 

Gypsy-Travelers. 

views during my ethnographic fieldwork in 

Emmen, 2013-2014). Some of these arts and 

crafts have lost their economic significance 

in recent decades (Salemink, 2014). Recent-

ly, however, a revival seems to have gotten 

under way, for example, with the organiza-

tion of Gypsy-Traveler festivals and projects 

celebrating Gypsy-Traveler art and culture, 

such as the yearly International Gypsy Fes-

tival in Tilburg (founded in 1997; www.gip-

syfestival.nl), the Appleby Horse Fair (www.

applebyfair.org), and the Amber Collective 

in northeastern England (Hollands and Vail, 

2015). These have increased the popularity 

of traditional Gypsy-Traveler arts, especially, 

and, to a lesser extent, traditional crafts. 

This celebration of Gypsy-Traveler culture is 

not necessarily a widespread phenomenon, 

but it has provided opportunities for Gyp-

Table 7.2 | Framework for assessing community assets and their potential for enhancing the communities’ economies  
 and their resilience

Community Asset Potential for Community Economy Potential Impact on Resilience

Independence Social and economic independence
Self-reliance 

Social sustainability
Independent living

Sense of Community
(extended family)

Community or family support system
Family business tradition

Dealing with change
Social capital (bonding) 

Trading Culture Mercantilism 
Recognizing potential markets

Creativity in tough times
Changing strategies

Family Crafts Craftsmanship and skills
Oral tradition and education
Family tradition as a (legitimate)  
business opportunity

Combining family tradition and self-em-
ployment
Bridging social capital through festivals 
and fairs
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share a history of exclusion and marginali-

zation (Cottaar et al., 1992; Sibley, 1995), but 

national contexts differ too much to be able 

to generalize about them. In countries like 

the United Kingdom, France, and Belgium 

it is still quite common for Gypsy-Travelers 

to actually travel (Shubin, 2011). Seizing the 

community assets and building on them 

locally is expected to be more of a challenge 

in these more mobile national context. To 

capture these contextual differences, syner-

gy among practitioners and academics will 

be needed, combining experiences from the 

field with knowledge creation.

More research with Gypsy-Travelers is 

needed to gain a better understanding of 

the potential of community assets. From an 

economic perspective, two cross-communi-

ty groups are of interest in this regard. The 

first group is made up of those who run 

a legal business: To what extent have cul-

tural or community assets contributed to 

their business activities? The second group 

comprises those running an illicit or illegal 

business, and the same question applies to 

them. It would also be interesting to assess 

the economic and community value that 

these groups create, since they have only 

recently been recognized as contributors to 

local and community economies. The work 

of Williams (2006) and Somerville et al. (2015) 

provide elaborated conceptual bases for fur-

ther analysis of the second group.

Viewing  the complicated issues from a 

strategic level, it appears policies based on 

the aims of the Civilizing Offensive are un-

likely to promote recognition of the assets 

of sedentarized traveling communities (see 

also Powell, 2013b). Essentially, the process 

of civilization precludes recognition of the 

value of certain forms of behavior, behavior 

7.6  
Community building 
versus promoting  
integration?

This paper has built a framework on and 

argument for recognizing the assets of 

Gypsy-Traveler communities so as to better 

understand the potential role of marginal 

entrepreneurship in community building 

and the economic position of Gypsy-Traveler 

communities. Based on the literature and 

the author’s own experiences as a practition-

er and researcher, potential relationships 

and impacts were theorized. The traditional 

and somewhat “mythical” view of Gyp-

sy-Traveler culture (Shubin and Swanson, 

2010), including its hidden economy (Sibley, 

1998), now seems to be outdated – if it ever 

was valid. A community-based approach 

can provide insights into current everyday 

life and livelihoods. Furthermore, in times 

of rapidly developing technologies, which 

affect the livelihoods of families, it seems 

appropriate to revisit the economic opportu-

nities open to Gypsy-Travelers. 

Practitioners will be better able to unlock 

these community assets, if they become 

more aware of the marginal specializations 

of the communities they are working with. 

Herein lies a task for academics. The frame-

work presented in Table 7.2 explores commu-

nity assets that could be seized upon to en-

hance community resilience, though at this 

point it is still quite general and does insuffi-

cient justice to local differences, or to family 

differences for that matter. Furthermore, 

this paper is based on the Dutch context. Its 

insights are therefore to some extent limited 

to this context. Gypsy-Travelers in Europe 
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that perhaps deviates from the norms of 

settled society. The framework in Table 7.2 

demonstrated the potential that communi-

ty assets constitutes for the communities’ 

economies and resilience, but other and 

more negative features can also be pointed 

out. Furthermore, the identification and 

strengthening of community assets may 

lead to exposure and reproduction of dif-

ferences between the settled and traveling 

society. In this sense, community building 

and promoting integration may represent 

conflicting objectives. Within this conflict 

lies the key challenge for practitioners, such 

as liaison officers and policymakers: to 

temper the contradictory effects of enhanc-

ing community-specific assets and policies 

for promoting integration. The discussion 

here indicates that this issue should at least 

be on the policy agenda, though in the Neth-

erlands this is not the case. 

The terms used in Table 7.2 can also be 

framed more negatively to show the down-

sides of Gypsy-Traveler culture and, obvious-

ly, the settled society is right to disapprove 

of criminal behavior and punish criminals 

accordingly if this is the case. Here I state 

again that I refrain myself from normative 

statements about what should be regarded 

as criminal, but I hope that this paper con-

tributes to a more nuanced understanding of 

Gypsy-Traveler culture. Further, I hope that 

if a community asset is used for a criminal 

offense, it does not rule out the application 

of that community asset for legal purposes.

During one of my visits to a Gypsy-Trav-

eler site, a Traveler summed up the social 

and economic position of his community 

by saying “Weeds don’t die.” It is time to 

recognize the weed as a flower, one that has 

proven quite resilient indeed. 
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8.1 
Introduction

The impact of digitalization on marginal 

places and people, that is, rural areas and 

socially excluded people, has been discussed 

in this thesis. By focusing on advanced econ-

omies and their margins, and the Dutch 

context in particular, the impacts of the 

current Next Generation Access revolution, 

and ongoing digital innovations on spatially 

and socially marginalized communities 

were discussed. The literatures on material 

connectivity issues and social inclusion 

issues have been brought together in order 

to bridge these two disconnected strands of 

research. Bringing these together has re-

sulted in a more comprehensive and better 

contextualized research approach that has 

allowed for a greater understanding of how 

communities deal with the digital divide. 

Rural broadband initiatives and Gyp-

sy-Traveler communities were studied as 

examples of digital margins, spatial margins, 

and social margins, respectively,. For both of 

these examples, the power relations and inter-

dependencies between the core and the mar-

gins were analyzed in-depth in order to better 

understand the origin of marginalization 

and come up with potential solutions for it. A 

mix of qualitative methods was used for these 

analyses. Furthermore, a national database of 

rural broadband initiatives was constructed 

to sketch the Dutch rural broadband land-

scape as accurately as possible. The analysis 

of rural broadband initiatives particularly 

built on the concept of neo-endogenous devel-

opment, focusing on how endogenous capaci-

ties, and exogenous powers and resources are 

linked in order to achieve the endogenously 

set goal (Ward et al., 2005; Gkartzios and 

Scott, 2014; Bosworth et al., 2015).

This chapter will reflect on the research 

questions presented in Chapter 1 and will 

draw together the insights from Chapters 

2-7 to answer these questions. The questions 

behind this thesis are:  

• RQ1 – What can we learn from previous 

developments in digitalization so as to 

better understand the potential impacts of 

the Next Generation Access revolution on 

rural development?  

• RQ2 – How do digitally excluded commu-

nities try to bridge their broadband gap? 

• RQ 3 – To what extent are local and region-

al actors, such as rural broadband initi-

atives, able to deal with the complicated 

issues of broadband deployment? 

• RQ4 – To what extent are socially excluded 

communities able to participate in the 

digital society? 

The developments around Next Generation 

Access are still ongoing. This chapter there-

fore provides an assessment of prevailing 

policies and a discussion of problems that 

policy-makers are now facing in their efforts 

to improve digital inclusion. Based on the 

empirical insights and the related policy 

work, I will provide recommendations about 

how to improve these digital inclusion pol-

icies. Suggestions for further research and 

recommendations for policy are embedded 

in the broader debate on ‘the big society’ 

and ‘the participation society’ (participatie-

samenleving) (Uitermark, 2015; Bock, 2016). 

Knowledge gained from rural broadband 

initiatives and Gypsy-Traveler communities 
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communities deal with the digital inequal-

ities they experience and, more specifically, 

how they try to overcome the digital divide. 

Rural communities without access to broad-

band and socially excluded Gypsy-Travelers 

were studied, both in the Netherlands. For 

these two categories, the focal points of the 

studies differed. In the case of the rural com-

munities, the focal point was the material 

aspect of the digital divide, meaning they did 

not have access to certain technologies. The 

case of Gypsy-Travelers, on the other hand, 

mainly involved the social aspects of the 

digital divide, such as social exclusion, a lack 

of literacy, and a lack of skills. 

8.3 
Rural broadband  
initiatives: a solution  
to the broadband gap?
Rural broadband initiatives are leading in 

the challenge to resolve the rural broadband 

gap in the Netherlands, largely because 

market players and regulators have refused 

to take the lead up to now. Citizen initiatives 

as the preferred solution – in this case to a 

problem caused by market failure – fits the 

Dutch neoliberal agenda towards a ‘partic-

ipation society’, in which citizens are made 

partly responsible for carrying out their own 

provisions or public tasks (Bokhorst et al., 

2015; Uitermark, 2015a; 2015b). The Nether-

lands has seen a rise in rural broadband initi-

atives over the period 2013-2015, resulting in 

a ‘patch work’ on the map, which covers large 

parts but not the whole of the Netherlands.1

provide valuable insights into the potentials 

and limitations of the participation society, 

and the critical role of citizens and commu-

nities in achieving this policy agenda.

8.2 
Digitalizing the margins: 
connectivity, community, 
and inclusion
The first step in this thesis, designed to cre-

ate a better understanding of the potential 

impact of the ongoing broadband revolu-

tion, was to bring together the disconnected 

debates on connectivity and inclusion. 

Chapter 2 and Chapter 3 do this by building 

on existing state-of-the-art literature in 

these fields. The key conclusion from these 

literature reviews is that, in general, free 

market rationale makes digital develop-

ments possible for a large part of Western 

populations, but this same rationale also 

excludes those who live in economically un-

interesting areas, and it neglects the needs 

of those who are less digitally included. Mar-

ket mechanisms entail the Matthew Effect 

(Chapter 3), meaning that marginal places 

and people are continuously forced into a 

position of ‘catching up’ in an increasingly 

digitalized society (Castells, 2005; Malecki, 

2010). In the context of Western countries, 

this means that rural areas are trying to 

catch up with the developments in core areas, 

and socially excluded people are even further 

deprived of essential resources. Up to now, 

governmental policies have not been able to 

effectively regulate the market, nor have they 

been able to mediate its outcomes.  

The subsequent steps in this thesis 

involved the question of how marginalized 
1. In April 2016, the database contained 145 initiatives, 

distributed over all 12 Dutch provinces
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will result in a persistent Matthew Effect and 

further marginalization of digitally excluded 

rural areas (Chapter 2). In summary, a review 

of the current policies seems necessary on 

the European, national, and regional levels. 

It is clear that the market has failed up until 

now, so Next Generation Access as a utility 

should be placed on the various ‘Digital 

Agendas’ again. This can either stimulate the 

market, i.e. market players will become active 

in order to safeguard their larger interest, or 

it can adequately resolve market failure, i.e. 

the government will provide the service. 

Even though the approach with initiatives 

is not effective, there is, nevertheless, a lot 

that can be learned about how communi-

ty-led development works out in practice. 

The neo-endogenous lens, through which the 

initiatives were analyzed, allowed for conclu-

sions about power relations and fundamental 

imbalances between endogenous actors 

(community members) and exogenous actors 

(regional governments and market players). 

At the start of an initiative, it is the members 

of the community who are leading their 

venture, but governments and market players 

will take center stage as soon as an initiative 

takes a more serious form or becomes a 

threat to their business. In this light, it ap-

pears that governments stimulate initiatives 

by means of a ‘participation society’ agenda, 

and, while market players first allow for the 

initiatives to develop, both governments and 

market players will step in when their every-

day business and practice is considered to be 

affected. Evidence from the case studies in 

Chapter 5 indicates that this leads to a (grad-

ual) loss of control on the community side, 

because the community loses ownership of 

the project. In more practical terms, it results 

in disappointment among the volunteers. 

The process is still ongoing, yet Chapters 

4 and 5 have shown that it is likely that 

the initiatives approach will not result in a 

fully connected Dutch countryside. Insights 

from the national database has shown that, 

even if communities do run an initiative for 

broadband, this is no guarantee that these 

communities will manage to deploy a net-

work. The important conclusion regarding 

the initiatives approach, therefore, is that it 

is not effective. It is a time-consuming and 

energy-demanding venture for communities, 

and it does not cover the complete country. 

Furthermore, the database shows that a vast 

number of initiatives stall and do not pro-

gress to the stage of actual deployment. Citi-

zen initiatives as the only solution prove to be 

insufficient for correcting market failure in 

the telecom market. The data in Chapters 4 

and 5 shows that especially the marginalized 

rural areas lacking social, intellectual, and 

financial capital will remain excluded. In that 

sense, marginalization is the linking element 

between digitally excluded rural communi-

ties and digitally excluded Gypsy-Travelers: 

the fewer the resources and capacities, the 

least likely it is that the communities will 

manage to get included without adequate 

governmental support. With persistent de 

facto regional and social disparities, a neolib-

eral agenda cannot solve this market failure.

Combined with the growing importance 

of the service we are concerned with here, 

this re-introduces the question of whether 

superfast broadband should be defined as a 

utility. In the European Union, basic broad-

band connectivity is regarded as a utility, yet 

current regulations state that Next Genera-

tion Access, i.e. superfast broadband, is not. 

Considering the urban-rural digital divide, an 

inadequate legal and regulatory framework 
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venture (Chapter 5). Running the risks and 

accepting the uncertainties are crucial for run-

ning a complicated initiative in a competitive 

market. 

Citizen participation in rural areas has be-

come a necessity, particularly in this era of ne-

oliberal agendas and calls for a ‘participation 

society’ or ‘big society’. This thesis shows the 

limitations of the ‘participation society’ itself, 

and hence the limitations of what it can con-

tribute to rural development. In rural areas, 

where there is only a small pool of volunteers, 

governments should be wary of overburdening 

and/or overruling them. If governments want 

the ‘participation society’ to succeed, then they 

need to empower the people who they are now 

potentially – wittingly or unwittingly – burning 

out. A first step in order to achieve actual 

empowerment – and avoid volunteer burn-

out – should be that governments recognize 

the community’s discourse and knowledge 

framework, and use that as the foundation for 

further actions and interventions. In order 

to be empowered and actually take the lead, 

the community should be able to work with-

in their own discourse domain and on their 

own terms. Generally speaking, governments 

should enable communities to participate 

in highly complicated markets, while at the 

same time protecting them from the market’s 

competitive and disruptive elements. The 

national government can use its regulatory 

framework for their protection; regional and 

local governments need to work together on 

a regional empowerment agenda that focuses 

on knowledge exchange and provides training 

materials for less empowered communities. 

Moreover, governments should regularly check 

how the volunteers are coping with their newly 

endowed responsibilities in order to monitor 

the risk of volunteer burnout.  

The conclusions found in this thesis are 

not a call to set the initiatives aside – in fact, 

Chapters 4 and 5 showed that local action 

is indispensable in forming business cases 

for rural broadband, and it is a trigger for 

other actors to become active – yet they do 

comprise a call to better accommodate them. 

Generally speaking, bundling demand for 

broadband and organizing the supply for it is 

a very demanding process. Starting, running, 

and maintaining a rural broadband initiative 

becomes more complex as the initiative 

evolves. It requires perseverance as well as so-

cial, intellectual, and financial capital. Above 

all, it requires a large learning capacity, and 

the ability to adapt to other discourses and 

externally set frameworks, which are usually 

dominated by technological and financial 

language. Broadband remains a topic that 

is strongly shaped by market and policy dis-

courses, discourses for which market players 

and governments logically are much better 

equipped than communities. This is not 

unique for the case of rural broadband – see, 

for example, Fischer (2009) on democracy, 

participation, and technical expertise – but, 

in the cases in Chapters 4 and 5, it proved to 

be a very prominent issue. Even members of 

successful initiatives, who are usually highly 

educated and based in capital-rich areas, ex-

perience stress because of continuous clashes 

with more technical-oriented discourses, 

and eventually they also run the risk of 

volunteer burnout. These continuous clashes 

are an integral part of the rural broadband 

process, as the actors embark on new issues 

and conflicts with every new stage. On the 

other hand, if members of the initiatives had 

been aware beforehand of all the legal and 

financial risks – if this had been possible – 

they might not have gone through with their 
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ter 6 shows that, at best, digital inclusion is 

a first step towards social inclusion rather 

than a panacea for social exclusion.

In line with the most recent literature and 

insights (for example, Mariën and Prodnik, 

2014), the case of Gypsy-Travelers in the Neth-

erlands shows that the prevailing views in the 

debate do not cover the full range of complex-

ities of the relation between social and digital 

exclusion. In general, the static views of exist-

ing models of digital exclusion do not explain 

the findings concerning Dutch Gypsy-Travel-

er communities. Even though Gypsy-Travelers 

in the Netherlands are socially excluded, they 

are, to a certain degree, digitally engaged and 

included, especially when digital activities fit 

their individual or group interests. However, 

their digital engagement cannot do away 

with offline social exclusion, such as exclu-

sion from employment or cultural rejection. 

In fact, Chapters 6 and 7 brought to the fore 

the fact that digital platforms provide stages 

on which cultural segregation in particular 

is reproduced. Chapter 6 demonstrated that 

while Gypsy-Travelers celebrate their culture, 

members of the settled society stress their 

distinctness and reject it. Such reproduction 

shows that digital engagement also can 

further marginalize already marginalized 

groups. 

The case of Gypsy-Travelers shows that 

digital inclusion is part of a wider and highly 

spatial but mostly offline-based constellation, 

which, as a whole, shapes the inclusionary 

and exclusionary mechanisms. The Gyp-

sy-Traveler site, with its extended families, 

plays a key role in the negotiation of digital-

ization. Cultural, social, and spatial factors 

eventually shape a group’s or an individual’s 

profile of digital inclusion – or exclusion for 

that matter. Chapter 6 demonstrates that a 

For this debate on community-led devel-

opment, it is essential to conduct further 

research into which activities and services 

communities are capable of organizing them-

selves. For this, one should try to disentangle 

both the capabilities of the community as 

perceived by community members, and the 

capabilities of the community as perceived 

by local and regional governments. A better 

understanding of such expectations on both 

sides could help form local and regional pol-

icy agendas with clearer and more suitable 

tasks and responsibilities. Empowered com-

munities should be able to set policy agendas 

according to their capabilities in order to 

form community-tailored policies. To make 

this happen, however, there needs to be a 

better understanding of these perceived 

capabilities. 

8.4 
Gypsy-Travelers: digital 
inclusion as a panacea for 
social exclusion?
Vulnerable and socially excluded groups 

have been a topical issue in the academic 

debate on digitalization for some time now, 

but it is only recently that they have become 

an explicit focal point in the public debate 

and in policies (Chapter 3). Until recently, 

academia employed a user-centered and 

rather static view of the relation between 

social and digital exclusion. Social exclu-

sion would lead to digital exclusion, which 

would then deepen social exclusion (Gil-

bert, 2010; Helsper, 2012). In public poli-

cies, on the other hand, digital engagement 

was viewed as a panacea for social exclu-

sion, with digital inclusion as an enabler 

for further social inclusion. However, Chap-
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to the standards of Dutch settled society 

(Powell, 2013). This re-exposes one of the core 

problems of integration and inclusion. In 

order for a minority to develop, the majority 

has to accept that a minority is different 

and should accommodate that minority 

accordingly; yet this acceptance of difference 

has proved to be problematic. The majority’s 

distrust toward ‘the other’, i.e. the minority, 

can only be alleviated if governments allow 

for pilot projects in which Gypsy-Travelers 

can prove the value of their distinctness to 

society. Such projects should then place the 

minority’s values and assets at their heart 

so that Gypsy-Travelers can develop on their 

own terms and for their own benefits. This 

then, in return, might prove to be beneficial 

for society as a whole. So, as a first step, local 

governments should provide Gypsy-Travelers 

with the opportunity to show their potential 

contribution to society.  

In a broader sense, and similar to the 

recommendation for community-led 

development in section 8.3, one can expect 

that the empowerment of Gypsy-Travelers 

will be more successful if their knowledge 

frame – or discourse – is placed at the center 

of community development. This thesis 

shows that a proper understanding of a com-

munity’s assets and capabilities is essential 

for forming more suitable, more accepted, 

and therefore more effective policies for com-

munities. A sustained collaboration between 

academia and policy, as was also the basis for 

this thesis, can be a first step toward policies 

that are more community-informed. Overall, 

ensuring cultural recognition and ownership 

and preventing overburdening should be key 

principles behind community development 

policies.  

group-specific or community-specific per-

spective adds insights to the debate on the 

relation between social and digital inclusion, 

insights that would not come naturally with 

a user-centered approach. The theoretical 

assumption related to this approach, that is, 

that social exclusion automatically leads to 

digital exclusion, requires adjustment. Re-

searchers should concentrate their efforts on 

improving these existing theories, building 

on empirical evidence on how contextual fac-

tors affect digital inclusion. Understanding 

the role of the spatial context that negotiates 

the impacts of digitalization, which is at the 

heart of Chapter 6, requires a profound and 

sustained engagement with socially excluded 

groups. Such research requires trust relations 

with members of excluded communities and 

is therefore time-consuming but also essen-

tial for furthering the debate. 

Chapter 7 of this book includes recom-

mendations for using the cultural distinct-

ness from this offline constellation for the 

benefit of Gypsy-Travelers. For instance, 

centuries of exclusion and necessitated 

self-reliance has resulted in communities 

with many entrepreneurs who are active on 

the margins of society. Commonly, however, 

policy programs to promote inclusion go 

against the existing cultural assets of Gyp-

sy-Travelers and reject the potential values of 

those assets. The prevailing idea is that the 

minority, i.e. Gypsy-Travelers, are not taking 

part in settled society, and therefore the 

Gypsy-Travelers should adapt to that settled 

society, so states the policy doctrine. The 

dominant idea in Dutch social policies and 

welfare programs, ‘the Civilizing Offensive’ 

(Beschavingsoffensief), is a good example of 

how this policy doctrine works. Those who 

(used to) travel had to be civilized, according 



166

Chapter 8

questions and issues from professionals in 

the field and use these as input for the thesis. 

Some of these questions were answered in 

the project reports, but usually unresolved 

questions remained after the project was 

finished. Often these were questions dealing 

with issues beyond the scope of the project. 

For example, the two projects for the Prov-

ince of Groningen (Table 8.1) were focused on 

the situation around rural broadband in the 

province. The information that was needed to 

formulate our recommendations only had to 

deal with Groningen and – to a lesser extent 

– its neighboring provinces of Drenthe and 

Friesland. During the project not only did the 

focus group participants, but also stakehold-

ers from other provinces and market players, 

who had heard about the project, asked how 

Groningen and its initiatives were perform-

ing compared to other provinces throughout 

the country. A comparison, as suggested by 

the stakeholders, was beyond the original 

scope of the project. Furthermore, it required 

a national overview of rural broadband initi-

atives and provincial policies. We found that 

such an overview was not only a novelty in 

the policy field but also in academia. In addi-

tion to this, members of initiatives asked us 

to become directly involved in their projects 

and provide guidance, but we refused to do 

this in order to safeguard our independent 

role in the field. In summary, although these 

projects provided detailed insights into a few 

rural broadband initiatives (part of Chapters 

4 and 5), they also stimulated the construc-

tion of a national database.  

Working on this basis does present some 

challenges for the researcher. First, it was 

not always completely clear beforehand what 

exactly would be studied and how, but, con-

sidering how (PhD) research projects evolve 

8.5 
Research and policy: a re-
ciprocal relation?

“Koen, zegst ook ‘s wat! Doe bist ja een man 

van de waitenschop.”

(Koen, you should say something too! You’re 

a man of science, after all.)

And that is where the data collection 

stopped and the more applied research and 

policy recommendations began. The quote 

above comes from an entrepreneur and 

member of a rural broadband initiative in 

the province of Groningen during one of 

the many occasions on which I was allowed 

to observe the everyday practice of a rural 

broadband initiative. It is illustrative of the 

data collection for this thesis.

The content of this thesis was partially 

shaped by policy and community interests, 

hence, it is an outcome of a reciprocal 

process: It was informed by and was simul-

taneously informing policy and practice. 

Throughout the PhD project, I was involved 

in applied research projects and policy 

evaluation trajectories (Table 8.1). These 

projects, and related public events, enabled 

me to gather detailed data and information. 

In addition to this, the projects increased 

the policy relevance of the research. Most of 

these projects and trajectories were specifi-

cally aimed at including community interests 

(for example, members of rural broadband 

initiatives), since the commissioning authori-

ties wanted to ensure that their policies were 

community-informed. This way, the projects 

also made this thesis more community-in-

formed. 

This close relation to policy and practice 

also provided an opportunity to gather 
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recognize this. The contemporary neoliberal 

policies do well by some, but for others these 

can be disastrous. If governments really care 

about digital equality, then they need to ena-

ble self-reliant communities to achieve their 

goals, but they also need to play a more active 

role themselves and help the more dependent 

communities. 

in general, this uncertainty can be regarded 

as a common feature. Second, there is the 

issue of the sense of ownership, which is 

related to the subjects of study. The influence 

of stakeholders in the research projects 

might evoke the feeling that others want to 

guide or steer the content of the research. In 

the projects related to this research, there-

fore, the choice was made to make clear in 

advance that the data and insights would also 

be used for independent academic research 

too, thereby ensuring the independence 

of the parallel academic research process. 

In essence this meant that policy-relevant 

topics were provided as input, but the way 

the topics were studied and discussed re-

mained the responsibility of the researcher. 

This safeguard in advance could not resolve 

the uncertainty of the trajectory, but it did 

provide the researcher with a sense of control 

and self-determination. 

Altogether, this thesis has shown that 

a basic sense of control and self-determi-

nation is crucial for people who want to 

become digitally included. The important 

question that remains, though, is what 

should be done when self-determination 

does not come naturally. Some excluded 

communities try – and manage to a certain 

degree – to reclaim control of their digital 

future, and eventually they do become 

included. However, they manage to do so 

because they have the capabilities, access 

to the resources required, and, quite im-

portantly, the courage to take the risks that 

come with it. This thesis provided evidence, 

on the other hand, that many communities 

do not meet all these requirements, making 

digital inclusion a serious challenge. 

Geography still matters in times of rapid 

digitalization, and governments should 
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Table 8.1 | Overview of applied research projects and evaluation trajectories that were conducted during the PhD  
 project (project titles translated when needed)

Project title Commis- 
sioning au-
thority

Project goal Stakeholders involved Related 
Chapters

ITRACT: Improving 
TRansport and 
Accessibility through 
Communication 
Technologies 

2012-2015

EU Interreg 
North Sea 
Region

Pilot testing of novel ICT 
applications for rural 
mobility, empowerment 
of users, and 
transnational learning

Academic, governmental, 
and business partners in 
the Netherlands, Germany, 
Sweden, Norway, and 
the UK.

Chapters 2 
and 3

Superfast Internet 
East -Groningen

2012-2013

Provincie 
Groningen 
– Woon en 
Leefbaar- 
heidsbasisplan 
Oost- 
Groningen

Exploratory research 
on market situation and 
regulation around rural 
broadband

Municipality of Oldambt, 
Kamer van Koophandel, 
VNO-NCW Noord, 
Zorggroep Oosterlengte, 
Woonstichting Groninger 
Huis, Vereniging Groninger 
Dorpen

Chapters 4 
and 5

Next Generation 
Access for entire 
Groningen

2014-2015

Provincie 
Groningen

Assessment of 
developments vis-à-
vis rural broadband 
in Groningen up 
to that time, and a 
recommendation 
about stimulating rural 
broadband provision in 
the province

Province of Groningen, 
Municipalities of Oldambt, 
Slochteren, Delfzijl, 
Eemsmond, Appingedam, 
Loppersum, Breedband 
Westerkwartier, Stichting 
Oldambt Verbindt

Chapters 4 
and 5

Research on rural 
broadband initiatives

2015-2016

Ministry of 
Economic 
Affairs

Discerning success and 
failure factors of rural 
broadband initiatives, 
comparing the impact of 
various regional policies

Mainly Ministry of 
Economic Affairs
Data collection among 
rural broadband initiatives, 
regional governments, and 
market players

Chapters 4 
and 5

Evaluation of 
provincial funding 
scheme and policy

2016

Provincie 
Overijssel

Evaluation of the efficacy 
of the funding scheme, 
the subsidy for the 
initiatives, and the extent 
to which Overijssel 
functions as a ‘learning 
organization’

Mainly the Province of 
Overijssel and, to a lesser 
extent, regional market 
players and initiatives

Chapter 5

The potential of rural 
broadband initiatives 
for connecting 
schools

2016

Kennisnet – 
Ministry of 
Education

Position paper including 
an assessment of 
the strengths and 
weaknesses of 
broadband initiatives for 
connecting schools to 
future-proof Internet

Kennisnet (service provider 
for educational institutes), 
Ministry of Education

Chapter 5

Consulting on Gypsy-
Travelers in the 
Integral Approach to 
Welfare

2012-2014

Ministry of 
Interior

Various activities, 
including policy 
evaluations, lectures 
for professionals, and 
organizing visits to 
Gypsy-Traveler sites

Ministry of Interior, Gypsy-
Traveler communities, local 
governments, independent 
professionals

Chapters 
6 and 7
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meenschappen, oftewel de digitale marges. 

In het licht van de ‘Next Generation Access’ 

revolutie beoog ik een beter begrip te cre-

eren van de mechanismen achter digitale 

uitsluiting in Westerse samenlevingen met 

geavanceerde economieën. Hierbij maak ik 

gebruik van voorbeelden uit Nederland, om 

zo theorieën en concepten te verbinden aan 

de alledaagse praktijk van digitale exclusie. 

Meer in bijzonder bekijk ik hoe ruimtelijk 

en sociaal uitgesloten gemeenschappen 

omgaan met digitale exclusie en stappen 

zetten om die exclusie te overwinnen. 

Hierbij probeer ik terugkerende patronen 

te duiden en bespreek ik de effectiviteit van 

verschillende aanpakken. In het verlengde 

hiervan reflecteer ik op in hoeverre gemeen-

schappen in staat zijn om zelf hun materiële 

en sociale ongelijkheid te overwinnen. Deze 

reflectie verbind ik met het bredere debat 

over de mogelijkheden en valkuilen van 

gemeenschap geleide lokale ontwikkeling 

(community-led local development) en de 

participatiesamenleving (Uitermark, 2015; 

Bosworth et al., 2015; Bock, 2016). 

Ingegeven door actualiteit en urgentie 

richt ik mij in deze thesis op twee categorie-

en uitgesloten gemeenschappen, namelijk 

de materieel uitgesloten gemeenschappen 

op het platteland (het buitengebied in het 

bijzonder) en de sociaal uitgesloten gemeen-

schappen woonwagenbewoners. Toegepast 

onderzoek ten tijde van het onderzoek voor 

dit proefschrift bood de gelegenheid om 

diepgaand, langdurig onderzoek te doen 

naar breedbandinitiatieven op het platte-

land en woonwagengemeenschappen ver-

spreid door Nederland. Toegespitst op deze 

voorbeelden heb ik de volgende deelvragen 

gedefinieerd: 

Wat kunnen we leren van eerdere ont-

Samenvatting

Digitale Marges

Hoe ruimtelijk en  
sociaal gemarginaliseerde  
gemeenschappen omgaan  
met digitale exclusie

Het toenemende belang van het internet 

voor dagelijkse activiteiten heeft econo-

mieën en hele samenlevingen veranderd. 

Aanvankelijk gingen academici en beleid-

smakers er nog vanuit dat het internet voor 

meer gelijkheid zou zorgen. Echter, vanaf 

het begin van het nieuwe millennium werd 

duidelijk dat het internet zorgt voor verdere 

sociale en economische stratificatie (Cas-

tells, 2000; Malecki, 2003; Mariën en Prod-

nik, 2014). Om het internet te laten bijdra-

gen aan een meer gelijke samenleving moet 

er voldaan worden aan twee belangrijke 

voorwaarden. Ten eerste moeten alle men-

sen beschikken over een adequate materiële 

toegang tot internet. Ten tweede is het van 

belang dat mensen beschikken over de 

juiste kennis en vaardigheden om effectief 

van het internet en internetdiensten gebruik 

te kunnen maken. Aan beide voorwaarden 

wordt (momenteel) niet voldaan. Materiële 

toegang en kennis en vaardigheden zijn 

ruimtelijk en sociaal ongelijk verdeeld. Van-

daar ook dat er in het academische debat 

onverminderd aandacht is voor de digitale 

kloof: de kloof tussen zij die toegang hebben 

tot internet en er effectief gebruik van ma-

ken, en zij die dit niet hebben en/of kunnen. 

Deze ruimtelijk en sociaal ongelijke ver-

spreiding van internettoegang en –gebruik 

is het kernvraagstuk achter deze thesis. 

Hierin bestudeer ik digitaal uitgesloten ge-
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gieën vertraagd beschikbaar komen op het 

platteland. Samen met de gemiddeld lagere 

opleidingsniveaus op het platteland leidt dit 

veelal tot een lagere adoptiegraad en minder 

(divers) gebruik. Generiek beleid ter bevor-

dering van inclusie ontbeert aandacht voor 

specifieke, lokale behoeften. De paradox 

hierbij is dat plattelandsgemeenschappen 

het meest baat zouden kunnen hebben bij 

verbeterde digitale ontsluiting en insluiting, 

o.a. om te kunnen compenseren voor de 

afstand tot marktgebieden en voorzienin-

gen, oftewel ‘de straf van het platteland’ 

(Malecki, 2003). Echter, plattelandsgemeen-

schappen zijn juist het slechtst aangesloten 

en ingesloten, en blijven achter of raken zelf 

verder achterop. Wil toekomstig onderzoek 

een bijdrage leveren aan het oplossen van 

dit probleem, dan dient dat gericht te zijn 

op een beter begrip van mogelijke plaats- en 

gemeenschap-specifieke problemen en aan-

pakken van digitale uitsluiting. 

Hoofdstuk 3 gaat verder in op deelvraag 

1 en presenteert een kritische reflectie op 

de ontwikkeling richting digital by default: 

de samenleving in al haar facetten com-

municeert steeds vaker standaard digitaal. 

Dit roept de vraag op in hoeverre mensen 

daadwerkelijk de keuze hebben om digitale 

toepassingen te gebruiken. Invloedrijke 

conceptuele modellen om digitale exclusie 

te verklaren zijn juist wel in meer of min-

dere mate gebaseerd op de assumptie dat 

mensen een keuze hebben. Dit hoofdstuk 

bevat daarom een kritische bespreking 

van drie invloedrijke modellen, namelijk: 

Van Dijk’s ‘Causal Model of Resources and 

Appropriation Theory’ (2003), Gilbert’s 

‘Model for Examining Urban Inequalities 

and Digital Divides’ (2010) en Helsper’s 

‘Corresponding Fields Model for the Links 

wikkelingen rondom digitalisering, om 

uiteindelijk de mogelijke invloed van de 

huidige revolutie in ‘Next Generation Access’ 

(toekomstbestendig breedband) beter te 

begrijpen?

Hoe proberen digitaal uitgesloten 

gemeenschappen hun breedbandkloof te 

overwinnen?

In hoeverre zijn lokale en regionale ac-

toren, zoals breedbandinitiatieven, in staat 

om te gaan met ingewikkelde problematiek 

rondom de aanleg van breedband?

In hoeverre zijn sociaal uitgesloten ge-

meenschappen in staat om deel te nemen 

aan de digitale samenleving?

Het debat rondom digitale 
marges tot dusverre

In Hoofdstuk 2 ga ik in op deelvraag 1. In dit 

hoofdstuk presenteer ik een systematisch 

overzicht van literatuur over digitale ontwik-

kelingen in relatie met plattelandsontwikke-

ling, specifiek in geavanceerde economieën. 

Uit dit overzicht, met in totaal 157 weten-

schappelijke artikelen, komen duidelijk 

twee onderzoekstromingen naar voren: 

onderzoek naar connectiviteit en onderzoek 

naar inclusie. Uit de literatuur over connec-

tiviteit komt naar voren dat er in geavanceer-

de economieën sprake is van aanhoudende 

en zelfs toenemende verschillen tussen stad 

en platteland als het gaat om de kwaliteit 

van data-infrastructuur. Overheidsbeleid om 

deze verschillen te verkleinen blijkt vooral 

reactief van aard. Daarnaast worden beleids-

doelstellingen vaak na vaststelling al inge-

haald door technologische ontwikkelingen 

en ontwikkelingen in de markt. Uit de litera-

tuur over inclusie blijkt dat nieuwe technolo-
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tijen en overheden het moeilijk vinden om 

afstand te doen van hun oude, vertrouwde 

manier van werken. Ter bescherming van 

hun aandeelhouderswaarde proberen 

marktpartijen de initiatieven te frustreren, 

o.a. door agressieve (prijs)campagnes en 

lobbyactiviteiten richting ambtenaren en 

politieke bestuurders. Overheden benadruk-

ken juist het belang van burgerinitiatieven 

in hun gebied, maar dit blijkt goeddeels 

een papieren waarheid. Lokale en regionale 

overheden ontwerpen weliswaar beleid 

en regelingen ter ondersteuning van de 

initiatieven, maar die zijn meestal generiek 

van aard. Hierdoor worden bestaande initi-

atieven – oftewel de voorlopers – gedwongen 

om hun inspanningen zo te ‘framen’ en te 

presenteren dat zij binnen het overheidsbe-

leid passen. Doen zij dit niet, dan lopen ze 

het risico om geen overheidsondersteuning 

te krijgen. Hierdoor zijn de initiatiefnemers 

veel tijd en energie kwijt aan het conforme-

ren aan de beleidsrealiteit – werkgebieden 

en business cases moeten bijvoorbeeld 

aangepast worden aan de wensen van de 

ondersteunende overheid. Bovendien vereist 

het opzetten en beheren van een breedban-

dinitiatief dat gemeenschappen beschikken 

over voldoende sociaal, intellectueel en 

financieel kapitaal; vormen van kapitaal die 

juist ruimtelijk en sociaal ongelijk verdeeld 

zijn. Naar verwachting kunnen niet alle plat-

telandsgemeenschappen het opbrengen om 

een initiatief te starten. Een initiatief tot een 

goed einde te brengen is daarenboven nog 

een veel grotere opgave. We kunnen dan ook 

concluderen dat onder de voorwaarden ten 

tijde van het schrijven van dit boek, het niet 

waarschijnlijk is dat met de initiatieven-aan-

pak het volledige Nederlandse platteland 

aangesloten wordt op toekomstbestendig 

between Social and Digital Exclusion’ (2012). 

Algemeen gesteld delen deze auteurs de 

conclusie dat er sprake is van een Mattheüs 

Effect: de digitale armen worden armer en 

de digitale rijken worden rijker. De auteurs 

zien dan ook dat het internet en digitalise-

ring sociale stratificatie tot gevolg hebben. 

Echter, omdat deze modellen er vanuit gaan 

dat mensen intrinsiek gemotiveerd zijn om 

digitale media te gebruiken, is er een blinde 

vlek ontstaan in onderzoek naar digitale 

ongelijkheid. Hoe meer digital by default de 

standaard wordt, des te serieuzer moeten we 

als samenleving nadenken over toegang tot 

internet en ICT-toepassingen als recht voor 

burgers.   

  

Breedbandinitiatieven: op-
lossing voor de  
(digitale) kloof tussen  
stad en platteland?
In Hoofdstuk 4 ga ik in op deelvraag 2. Op 

basis van een database met 75 breedban-

dinitiatieven (stand ten tijde van analyse) 

bespreek ik hoe burgers op het platteland 

initiatieven starten en beheren voor de 

aanleg van breedband. Daarnaast bevat dit 

hoofdstuk een 8-stappen model voor coöpe-

ratief breedband dat laat zien dat burgers, 

overheden en marktpartijen bij alle stappen 

invloed uitoefenen op het proces om breed-

band te realiseren (Salemink en Strijker, 

2015). Aan de hand van dit model laat ik 

zien dat het bij breedband op het platteland 

gaat om neo-endogene ontwikkeling: een 

samenspel van exogene en endogene acto-

ren en bronnen (Bosworth et al., 2015; Bock, 

2016). Een belemmerend aspect in deze 

ontwikkeling is dat gevestigde marktpar-
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deze lokale capaciteit kan snel overbelast 

raken, mogelijk zelfs leidend tot vrijwilligers 

burn-out. Het welzijn van burgers staat 

hierbij op het spel. Daarnaast lopen niet 

alleen de breedbandinitiatieven een risico, 

maar ook vrijwilligersinzet en burgerparti-

cipatie in het algemeen kan hier onder gaan 

lijden. In plattelandsgemeenschappen is er 

doorgaans slechts een kleine groep actieve 

burgers waarop een beroep kan worden 

gedaan. Uiteindelijk blijkt dat burgers 

moeite hebben om grip te krijgen op hun 

eigen ‘digitale toekomst’, ondanks vigerend 

neoliberaal beleid en gemeenschap geleide 

programma’s die juist pleiten voor meer 

zelfregie en –beschikking. Initiatiefnemers 

moeten continue leren en ook professionali-

seren om zich staande te houden in de com-

petitieve en ingewikkelde breedbandmarkt. 

Toch lijkt dit leren slechts een bijproduct 

te zijn voor de meeste initiatiefnemers. Zij 

willen immers vooral een tastbaar resultaat, 

een toekomstbestendig breedbandnetwerk, 

maar dat is geen sinecure. 

Woonwagenbewoners: di-
gital inclusie als panacee 
voor sociale exclusie?

Hoofdstukken 2 en 3 van dit boek hebben 

laten zien dat naast materiële ook sociale 

ongelijkheden een rol spelen in de hard-

nekkigheid van de digitale kloof. Vanuit de 

wetenschap is er dan ook in toenemende 

mate aandacht voor kwetsbare groepen en 

de mate van digitale exclusie die zij ervaren. 

Het onderzoek tot dusverre draaide vooral 

om de individuele gebruiker die problemen 

ervaart en die deze problemen vervolgens 

op individueel niveau zou moeten oplossen. 

breedband (Next Generation Access). Met 

name de minder kapitaalkrachtige regio’s 

zullen dan naar verwachting aan de verkeer-

de kant van de digitale kloof blijven, waar-

door sociaaleconomische achterstanden 

zullen blijven bestaan of zelfs verergeren.

Hoofdstuk 5 van dit boek bouwt voort 

op Hoofdstuk 4 en behandelt deelvraag 3. 

Wetende dat breedbandinitiatieven worste-

len met ingewikkelde opgaven, in hoeverre 

kunnen we dan verwachten dat deze lokale 

actoren ervoor zorgen dat een technisch 

hoogwaardige dienst als toekomstbestendig 

breedband geleverd wordt? Aan de hand van 

vier illustratieve case studies in Nederland 

bespreekt dit hoofdstuk het leerproces dat 

initiatieven doormaken. Als voorbeeld van 

de participatiesamenleving stappen initia-

tiefnemers in het gat dat ontstaat doordat 

marktpartijen en overheden niet leveren 

(markt- en overheidsfalen). De grootste 

worsteling ontstaat doordat initiatiefnemers 

veelvuldig moeten onderhandelen met 

overheden en marktpartijen, maar ook met 

interne belanghebbenden. Initiatiefnemers 

krijgen aanvankelijk de ruimte, maar zodra 

externe machten zoals marktpartijen en 

overheden merken dat hun bedrijfsvoering 

of dagelijks werk wordt beïnvloed, is het spel 

op de wagen. In dit hoofdstuk wordt duide-

lijk dat veel uitdagingen en fricties ontstaan 

door de contrastrategieën van marktpartijen 

en door de door gouvernementaliteit geïn-

spireerde acties van overheden. Deze hebben 

actieve en minder actieve tegenwerking tot 

gevolg en leiden tot frustraties bij initiatief-

nemers.  

Lokale capaciteit, steunend op doorzet-

tingsvermogen en op sociaal, intellectueel 

en financieel kapitaal, blijkt cruciaal bij 

het omgaan met externe invloeden. Echter, 
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offline dagelijkse leven van woonwagenbe-

woners, waarin zij goeddeels een autonome 

gemeenschap vormen en enkel contact zoe-

ken met de ‘burgersamenleving’ (niet-woon-

wagenbewoners) wanneer het hun uitkomt. 

Mijn onderzoek laat bovendien zien dat 

wanneer woonwagenbewoners hun culturele 

eigenheid online tonen en benadrukken, de 

‘gevestigde samenleving’ (settled society) dit 

aangrijpt om de verschillen te benoemen of 

uit te vergoten, daarmee de offline ongelijk-

heid reproducerend. In dit licht valt digitale 

inclusie dan ook niet te beschouwen als 

een panacee voor sociale exclusie. Dit toont 

eens te meer aan dat de offline, sociaalruim-

telijke constellatie ook in de digitale sa-

menleving een belangrijke rol blijft spelen. 

Vandaar ook dat ik in dit boek oproep tot 

meer sociaalruimtelijk gecontextualiseerd 

onderzoek naar digitale ongelijkheden, om 

zo beter te begrijpen hoe digitale en sociale 

exclusie zich tot elkaar verhouden. 

Hoofdstuk 7 sluit ook aan op deelvraag 

4 en bouwt verder op de bevindingen uit 

Hoofdstuk 6, aangevuld met mijn eigen 

ervaringen uit de praktijk als professional in 

het werkveld. De uitsluiting van woonwagen-

bewoners blijkt te weerklinken in de digitale 

samenleving, maar wat zou er gedaan kun-

nen worden om deze groep aansluiting te 

laten vinden bij de rest van de samenleving? 

Gezien de snelle economische veranderin-

gen en voortschrijdende digitalisering is dit 

een urgent vraagstuk. Als mogelijke oplos-

singsrichting voor dit vraagstuk introduceer 

ik het concept marginale specialisatie. 

Marginale specialisatie houdt in dat ge-

meenschappen voortbouwen op specifieke 

vaardigheden, houdingen en strategieën die 

zij (zij het noodgedwongen) hebben moeten 

leren om, ondanks hun marginale positie in 

Deze nadruk op de individuele gebruiker 

heeft ertoe geleid dat onderzoek naar 

digitale ongelijkheden de bredere sociaal-

ruimtelijke context enigszins heeft miskend. 

In Hoofdstuk 6 ga ik in op deelvraag 4 en 

kijk ik juist specifiek naar de rol van die 

sociaalruimtelijke context in het digitale 

dagelijkse leven van een kwetsbare groep, 

nl. woonwagenbewoners. In tegenstelling 

tot wat er verwacht kan worden op basis van 

dominante theorieën en modellen, nemen 

woonwagenbewoners in Nederland wel de-

gelijk deel aan de digitale samenleving. Dat 

doen zij ondanks de sterke en aanhoudende 

sociale en ruimtelijke uitsluiting die zij erva-

ren. In Helsper’s woorden zijn woonwagen-

bewoners een ‘onverwacht ingesloten’ groep 

(Helsper, 2012). Een verklaring hiervoor ligt 

in de familiestructuur van woonwagenbewo-

ners. Woonwagenlocaties in Nederland huis-

vesten over het algemeen ‘netwerkfamilies’ 

(extended families). Deze netwerkfamilies, 

en daarmee dus ook de woonwagenloca-

ties, bieden vervolgens de gelegenheid om 

gebruik te maken van proxy users. Dat zijn 

gebruikers die digitaal minder vaardige 

familieleden assisteren bij het gebruik van 

digitale toepassingen. Dit netwerk van proxy 

users stelt woonwagengemeenschappen in 

staat om de potentiële negatieve effecten 

van digitalisering te beperken. Bij nadere 

beschouwing van de gebruikerspatronen 

van woonwagenbewoners valt op dat zij op 

hun eigen (cultuurspecifieke) voorwaarden 

deelnemen aan de digitale samenleving. 

De op zich logische motivering hierachter 

is dat zij digitale toepassingen gebruiken 

voor dagelijkse activiteiten zoals het hun 

goeddunkt.

Dit digitale gebruikerspatroon naar eigen 

goeddunken ligt in het verlengde van het 
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Tot slot
Deze thesis laat zien dat zelfregie en –be-

schikking van belang zijn voor mensen 

die sociale en digitale exclusie willen 

overwinnen. Plannen ter verbetering van 

digitale inclusie dienen gebaseerd te zijn 

op de leefwereld van de betreffende groep 

of gemeenschap. De belangrijke vraag die 

rest, is hoe er moet worden omgegaan met 

gemeenschappen waar zelfregie niet vanzelf 

komt. Sommige gemeenschappen proberen 

zelfregie te bewerkstelligen en slagen hier 

ook tot op zekere hoogte in, waardoor 

digitale exclusie wordt overwonnen. Echter, 

deze gemeenschappen beschikken over veel 

kapitaal in haar verschillende vormen, heb-

ben de vereiste capaciteiten en, bovendien, 

hebben zij het lef om de risico’s te nemen 

die gepaard gaan met het nemen van zelfre-

gie. In dit boek wordt duidelijk dat juist ook 

veel gemeenschappen niet in het hiervoor 

geschetste profiel passen. Voor deze minder 

kapitaalkrachtige gemeenschappen is 

digitale uitsluiting een grote uitdaging die 

waarschijnlijk niet op eigen kracht overwon-

nen kan worden. 

Geografische verschillen zijn nog steeds 

van belang in deze tijden van snelle digita-

lisering. Overheden moeten die verschillen 

en daaruit voortvloeiende opgave erkennen. 

Inmiddels wordt het steeds duidelijker dat 

sommigen welvaren bij de heersende neoli-

berale beleidsagenda’s, terwijl anderen voor-

al nadelen hiervan ondervinden. Als overhe-

den werkelijk digitale gelijkheid en een digi-

taal inclusieve samenleving nastreven, dan 

dienen zij zelfredzame gemeenschappen in 

de gelegenheid te stellen om hun eigen doel-

stellingen te halen. Toch is het minstens zo 

belangrijk om als overheid een actievere rol 

te spelen bij de ontwikkeling van minder 

de samenleving, toch in hun levensonder-

houd te kunnen voorzien. In dit hoofdstuk 

combineer ik de literatuur over exclusie van 

woonwagenbewoners met literatuur over 

marginaal en onwettig ondernemerschap. 

Ik beargumenteer dat het van belang is om 

de gemeenschap-specifieke en waardevolle 

kenmerken van de woonwagencultuur te 

herkennen, maar ook te erkennen; zelfs als 

deze verbonden worden met ongeoorloofde 

of illegale activiteiten. Op basis van de 

Nederlandse context schets ik een raamwerk 

om te conceptualiseren in hoeverre specifie-

ke elementen van de woonwagencultuur een 

rol kunnen spelen in het vergroten van de 

weerbaarheid van de gemeenschappen. Om 

de werkzaamheid van dit raamwerk te tes-

ten bespreek ik vier elementen: onafhanke-

lijkheid, gemeenschapsgevoel, handelsgeest 

en familieambachten. Ik stel vast dat deze 

elementen van waarde kunnen zijn in het 

vergroten van de weerbaarheid van gemeen-

schappen, maar om dit te bewerkstelligen 

is het vooral van belang dat overheden en 

hulpverleningsinstellingen afstand doen van 

de ideeën achter het ‘Beschavingsoffensief’. 

Als professionals in het werkveld de tot nu 

toe verborgen (of onbenutte) kenmerken 

van de woonwagencultuur willen benutten, 

zullen zij tegen de dominante, negatieve 

discourse over woonwagenbewoners in moe-

ten gaan. Daarnaast ligt er een uitdaging 

om elementen van de cultuur te benutten, 

maar tegelijkertijd ook te waarborgen dat 

de woonwagengemeenschap en de ‘burgers’ 

niet verder van elkaar verwijderd raken in 

culturele zin. Samenvattend is het met name 

van belang om woonwagenbewoners in staat 

te stellen om bij voor hen bedoeld beleid 

en maatregelen uit te mogen gaan van hun 

eigen cultuur.
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zelfredzame gemeenschappen, d.w.z. actie-

ver dan op dit moment gebeurt. De digitale 

kloof verdwijnt immers niet vanzelf. 
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Dankwoord
Astebleef, doar hej’t book lign. Mijn inter-

esse voor ontwikkelingen ‘in de marges’, 

samengebracht in één boekwerk. Ik zal 

eerlijk zijn: dat wat gebeurt aan de randen 

en in de schemergebieden, vind ik nou 

eenmaal het interessantst. Ontwikkelingen 

in de marges roepen bij mij de meeste 

vragen op, ook over wat er gebeurt in de 

hoofdstroom. 

Hieronder volgt de bekende opsomming 

van mensen die ik wil bedanken voor hun 

bijdrage aan de totstandkoming van dit 

boek, dus zet u schrap!

Allereerst Dirk, bedankt voor de bege-

leiding en ondersteuning van de afgelopen 

jaren. In afwisselende situaties en in 

verschillende projecten heb ik geleerd hoe 

ik staande kan blijven als wetenschapper, 

en tegelijkertijd maatschappelijk relevant 

actief kan zijn. We hebben een groot 

deel van de Noordzee-regio gezien en 

geconcludeerd dat, in digitaal opzicht, het 

platteland nog lang niet af is. Er is dan ook 

genoeg aanleiding om samen ‘campagne’ 

te blijven voeren voor breedband op het 

platteland, hopelijk met evenveel plezier 

als de afgelopen jaren. Jouke, bedankt 

voor jouw scherpe blik en het blootleggen 

van de (on)logica van de breedbandwereld. 

Ontwikkelingen in de breedbandwereld 

zijn inderdaad af en toe niet te geloven, en 

dat mag gezegd én geschreven worden.

Daarnaast wil ik alle instanties bedank-

en die mijn onderzoek mede gefinancierd 

of ondersteund hebben: de Europese Unie 

via het Interreg 4B programma en het 

project ‘ITRACT’, de provincie Groningen, 

het Ministerie van Economische Zaken, 

het Ministerie van Binnenlandse Zaken en 

Koninkrijksrelaties, de provincie Overijs-

sel, Kennisnet/Ministerie van Onderwijs, 

Cultuur en Wetenschap, en de provincie 

Drenthe.

Ik wil hier ook alle mensen ‘in het veld’ 

prijzen. Hans, bedankt voor de open dis-

cussies over de Oldambtse situatie en alles 

buiten de grenzen. Jan, de telefoontjes om 

bij te praten over ‘breedbandland’ waren 

van grote waarde voor mijn onderzoek; bel 

vooral nog eens! Ida, Dorine en Peter, in de 

onderzoeken voor de provincie Groningen 

heb ik de basis kunnen leggen voor veel 

van mijn werk. Mijn dank gaat ook uit 

naar oud-gedeputeerde Besselink voor 

haar vertrouwen in mij. En Ellen en Najim 

in Den Haag: hoe taai het onderwerp ook 

is, de samenwerking met EZ was en is erg 

plezierig! 

Bijzondere dank gaat uit naar de ini-

tiatiefnemers die bereid waren om hun 

verhaal met mij te delen: het bestuur van 

Stichting Oldambt Verbindt, ECO Ooster-

moer (Rienus en Jannie), SallandGlas (Ben) 

en Glasvezel Buitenaf (Mischa). Ik bewon-

der jullie moed en doorzettingsvermogen.

Wim, Jeroen, Marije en Jan in Emmen: 

bedankt voor het toegang bieden tot de 

Emmense woonwagenwereld. Zonder jullie 

had ik nooit zoveel inzicht kunnen krijgen 

in het digitale dagelijkse leven van de 

bewoners op De Ark en ‘de kleine kampjes’. 

Mijn veldwerk in Emmen herinner ik als 

gezellig, leerzaam en spannend. Jeanet en 

Wendele, zonder jullie steun vanuit BZK 

had ik nooit zo diepgravend onderzoek 

kunnen doen. 

To my friends in the UK: despite the fact 

that you are not remaining, you remain 

welcome here in Groningen. Gary, ta very 

much for all your help and support. You 

have been an academic inspiration and a 
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great friend. Our visits to public houses 

all over the UK made me think about the 

question of public value. I postpone any 

conclusion on this matter as long as possi-

ble, as there are still so many pubs I have 

not yet visited. I hope I will meet you and 

Katie often in the future. 

Leanne, thank you so much for the chal-

lenging and pleasant discussions on digital 

inclusion and Gypsy-Travelers. There is still 

a lot to discover in this field and I hope we 

can explore some parts of it together. If 

you use the lurchers, I will use the family 

link! John, great thanks to you for showing 

me around the most fascinating places ‘up 

North’. I trust that the challenges these 

places are facing will remain a key topic 

in our discussions, but first and foremost 

there are the issues at Anfield to discuss. 

Never a dull moment. Aileen, thank you for 

the warm welcome in Belfast, the fruitful 

discussions, and the enjoyable times at the 

stadium. Angelica and Barry, I’m grateful 

for your help in understanding how Euro-

pean projects work, and how they should 

work, and thanks for mentoring during 

ITRACT and beyond. 

Ilse, bedankt voor je gastvrijheid tijdens 

mijn bezoeken aan Brussel. Je hebt me 

laten zien dat in het centrum van Europa, 

(digitale) gelijkheid nog ver weg is. Ik hoop 

in de toekomst nog vaker met je samen te 

werken. Eveline, de korte koffiepauzes, die 

altijd langer duurden dan gepland, heb ik 

erg gewaardeerd. Laten we onze link tussen 

FRW en FEB vooral behouden. Sanne en 

Marlous, bedankt voor jullie bijdragen aan 

het onderzoek naar breedbandinitiatieven. 

Mede door jullie was het mogelijk om in 

korte tijd enorm veel werk te verzetten voor 

verschillende projecten. 

Aan alle (voormalig) FRW’ers die ik ge-

durende mijn onderzoek heb leren kennen: 

bedankt voor een mooie en inspirerende 

tijd als PhD. Daarnaast bied ik hier ook 

mijn excuses aan, aan degenen die ik soms 

wat te lang van het werk heb gehouden. 

Voetbal dient nu eenmaal uitgebreid voor- 

en nabesproken te worden.

Debbie en Gwenda, toppers van 203, en 

geweldige en gezellige paranimfen. Mijn 

werk en welbevinden gingen vooruit door 

met jullie een kamer te delen. Hardop 

denken en voorlezen om te horen hoe iets 

klinkt: beide zijn van onschatbare waarde. 

Debbie, bijzonder bedankt voor je tips voor 

het afronden van het proefschrift en alle 

rompslomp eromheen.  

Wouter, Willem, Eefje, Ilse, Sander, Ivo, 

Bram, Job, Bergsma, Derk, Rutger en Anne: 

bedankt voor de interesse, maar ook de 

afleiding, gedurende de lange weg naar 

de eindstreep. Geloof me, afleiding is een 

heel belangrijk ingrediënt geweest voor dit 

proefschrift. Willem, Eefje: bedankt ook 

voor het bieden van onderdak in Den Haag. 

Willem en Ellen, mijn bezoeken aan 

Losser waren rustpunten in drukke tijden. 

Met Jordy en Sven erbij is het alleen maar 

mooier geworden. Ik hoop binnenkort weer 

meer tijd te hebben om jullie kant op te 

komen.

Pa en ma, zonder jullie steun was de 

keuze voor de wetenschap niet zo vanzelf-

sprekend. Jullie hebben me van jongs af 

aan geleerd om verder te kijken dan m’n 

neus lang is, maar tegelijkertijd niet te 

vergeten waar ik vandaan kom – ‘verget 

nooit oe hoesnummer’. Waar en hoe ik ben 

opgegroeid heeft in grote mate bepaald 

hoe ik als onderzoeker functioneer. De 

familieverhalen van Salemink en Pril doen 
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altijd weer beseffen wat er mogelijk is en, 

minstens zo belangrijk, wiens hulp en 

tegenwerking je daarbij kunt verwachten. 

Onmeunig bedankt voor jullie steun en 

interesse door de jaren heen!  

Britta, mijn steun en toeverlaat, meine 

Perle. Jij weet net als ik dat een functie in 

de academische wereld tijd vreet – aber es 

läuft. Er zijn dan ook veel mooie plannen 

een tijdje op de plank blijven liggen. Laten 

we samen tijd maken voor die mooie plan-

nen, want jij en ik hebben het verdiend. 

Heanig an en rap wat!  

Groningen, juli 2016   
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The Men Who Don’t Fit In

There’s a race of men that don’t fit in, 

A race that can’t stay still; 

So they break the hearts of kith and kin, 

And they roam the world at will. 

They range the field and they rove the flood, 

And they climb the mountain’s crest; 

Theirs is the curse of the gypsy blood, 

And they don’t know how to rest.

If they just went straight they might go far; 

They are strong and brave and true; 

But they’re always tired of the things that are, 

And they want the strange and new. 

They say: “Could I find my proper groove, 

What a deep mark I would make!” 

So they chop and change, and each fresh move 

Is only a fresh mistake.

And each forgets, as he strips and runs 

With a brilliant, fitful pace, 

It’s the steady, quiet, plodding ones 

Who win in the lifelong race. 

And each forgets that his youth has fled, 

Forgets that his prime is past, 

Till he stands one day, with a hope that’s dead, 

In the glare of the truth at last.

He has failed, he has failed; he has missed his chance;  

He has just done things by half. 

Life’s been a jolly good joke on him, 

And now is the time to laugh. 

Ha, ha!  He is one of the Legion Lost; 

He was never meant to win; 

He’s a rolling stone, and it’s bred in the bone;  

He’s a man who won’t fit in.

(Robert W. Service, The Spell of the Yukon and Other Verses, 1907)


