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The Digital Society is one whose social structures and activities are organised around digital 

information networks that connect people, processes, things, data and networks (Lynn et al, 2018).



Technological

Socio-economic

Urban-Rural

The Digital Divide 



There are more cities and more people living in cities than ever before. By 
2050, over 55% of the population worldwide will live in urban areas.



Our definitions and understanding of “urban” and “rural” are changing. 
This requires a re-examination of digital society policy, strategies, and 
how we measure progress.

Dijkstra, L., H. Poelman and P. Veneri (2019)
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Definitions and rationales for a digital town.

What is a Digital Town?

Existing frameworks for measuring and 
benchmarking digital adoption and use.

How do we measure digital 
readiness?

What dimensions and sub-dimensions should be 
included in a digital town context.

What should be in a framework for 
measuring the digital readiness of 

towns?

Research Questions



WHAT IS A DIGITAL TOWN?



A review of academic and grey literature, and digital town projects, 
highlighted a lack of consistent definitions and perspectives

Population sizeT1

Physical areaT2

Optimization of operations from 

data generated by physical and 

virtual sensors in urban areas

D1

Transformations triggered by 

widespread adoption and use of 

digital technologies

D2

What is a town?

What is digital?

Population DensityT3

Social R2 Accessibility R3 Vocational

R5 Catalytic R8 Quality of ServiceR6

R4 Sustainable

R7 EconomicOpportunistic

What are the 

rationales for 

town-level digital 

adoption?

R1

P1 Infrastructure-centric

P1 Service-centric

P3 Community-centric

What are the dominant 

perspectives on digital 

towns?



A DIGITAL TOWN IS:

• A GEOGRAPHIC AND INFORMATION SPACE 

• THAT ADOPTS AND INTEGRATES INFORMATION & COMMUNICATION TECHNOLOGIES 

• IN ALL ASPECTS OF TOWN LIFE 

WHERE A TOWN IS DEFINED AS:

• CONTIGUOUS GRID CELLS WITH A DENSITY OF AT LEAST 300 INHABITANTS PER KM2

• IS AT LEAST 3% BUILT UP, AND 

• HAS A TOTAL POPULATION OF AT LEAST 5,000.

(Hervé-Van Driessche, 2001) 

(OECD, 2020)



The emergence of frameworks for assessing digital adoption and use emerged in 
the mid-nineties and tend to focus on countries and cities.

Digital 

Economy

& Society 

Index

CityKeys

Index
Smart City 

Index

Selected Digital 

Benchmarks & 

Indexes

Country-level index with 5 

dimensions – Connectivity, Human 

Capital, Citizen Use of Internet and 

Online Transactions, Business 

Digitisation and E-commerce, Digital 

Public Service

Digital Economy & Society 

Index (EU, 2019-2020)

City-level index with two pillars,

Structures and Technology. Each 

pillar is evaluated from

5 perspectives - Health & Safety, 

Mobility, Activities, Opportunities,

and Governance.

Smart City Index (IMD, 2019)

Country-level index with 64 

indicators organised in to eight 

pillars – Institutional & 

Regulatory, Connectivity, 

Infrastructure, Factors of 

Production, Household 

Digitization, Competition, 

Digitization of Production, and 

Digital Industries.

Digital Ecosystem Index

(Katz & Callorda, 2018)

City-level index organized around 

5 themes – People, Planet, 

Prosperity, Governance, and 

Propagation. 

CityKeys Index (Bosch 

et al. 2017)

Digital 

Ecosystem 

Index



These benchmarks and indexes are not appropriate for towns for at least three reasons:

1. Many of the indicators are not within the control of local communities or municipal authorities at 
a town-level.

2. The discussion of smart cities and related technologies, including the limited smart town 
literature, is often conflated or combined with environmental sustainability and associated 
outcomes. 

3. Data may not easily be available or required at regional or national levels and therefore are not 
collected or easily accessible for town stakeholders.



A framework to support stakeholders in towns outside of functional urban areas

DIGITAL TOWN 

READINESS 

ASSESSMENT 

FRAMEWORK

Understand current digital town readiness and 
digital competitiveness01

02

03

Compare a town against national and 
international benchmarks

Stimulate stakeholder engagement on 
digitisation



The DTMF comprises eight dimensions and is designed to be implemented 
by local stakeholders



Conclusions and Next Steps

• We propose a definition of a digital town and outline eight rationales for digital towns.

• Based on a review of extant literature, and digital benchmarking frameworks and indices, we present an initial 
framework for assessing the digital readiness of towns based eight dimensions.

• An easy-to-use checklist for self-assessment has been developed for use by towns, and a process and enabling 
workflow has been developed for a more comprehensive assessment.

• A rapid assessment version has been piloted in five towns in Ireland reflecting different regional contexts and 
population trends. Data was collected both pre- and post-COVID19 to enable an assessment of the short-term impact 
of the COVID19 pandemic on digital adoption and use in those towns. 

• Further work is required on the weighting of dimensions, sub-dimensions and indicators before wider rollout.
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