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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).
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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)



WHAT IS A DIGITAL TOWN?



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





Digital Town Rapid Assessment includes 
all dimensions except digital citizenship
(see Appendix 1 for sample indicators)

This table illustrates 
how sub-dimensions
are first weighted. 

Then the dimension 
is also weighted... 



.IE Tipping Point

For policymakers and local stakeholders, this is 
visualised in a cobweb diagram for sense-making



Five Pre-COVID (September 
2019) rapid assessments were 
completed representing each of 
the four Irish provinces and 
different contexts

BUNCRANA, CO. DONEGAL

Border | Coastal | Rural
Above avg. population size

Negative population growth

EDGEWORTHSTOWN, CO. LONGFORD

Midlands | Rural
Below avg. population size

Above avg. population growth

GOREY, CO. WEXFORD

Commuter | Rural
Above avg. population size

Below avg. population growth

BOYLE, CO. ROSCOMMON

Western | Rural
Below avg. population size

Below avg. population growth

KILRUSH, CO. CLARE

Western | Coastal | Rural
Below avg. population size

Negative population growth



There was significant variation in 
scores with the commuter town, 
located near Dublin, scoring highest, 
and the midlands town scoring lowest

BUNCRANA, CO. DONEGAL

55DIGITAL TOWN READINESS 
SCORE

BOYLE, CO. ROSCOMMON

45DIGITAL TOWN READINESS 
SCORE

KILRUSH CO. CLARE

50DIGITAL TOWN READINESS 
SCORE

EDGEWORTHSTOWN, CO. LONGFORD

36DIGITAL TOWN READINESS 
SCORE

GOREY, CO. WEXFORD

62DIGITAL TOWN READINESS 
SCORE





Visualising the dimensions show clear dimensional differences and areas for 
improvement



SOME HIGH LEVEL TAKEAWAYS



Connectivity is largely following the Irish national broadband plan. 
Those towns scoring higher typically have free Wi-Fi in the towns and 

greater access to Wi-Fi and the Internet for the public.

Digital public services in rural towns is 
typically good however e-health 
provision is poor. This is consistent with 
DESI which finds Ireland scoring in the 
lower quartile. While Open Data 
initiatives are available in these towns, 
they are limited in scope and utility.

Digital education provision varies and is 
typically strongest in secondary schools. 
Digital skills development for younger 
and older citizens requires focussed 
effort and investment.

Civil society organisations is an area that requires 
greater focus and investment particularly given the 
role such organisations play in rural society. They 
lag business organisation in terms of web 
technology intensity and sophistication. 

Digital business adoption varies. While many businesses have an internet presence, this is often limited to social media. Towns 
nearer urban centres had higher digital business penetration and sophistication. Technology intensity and sophistication 

reflected sectoral differences e.g. construction, transport, and storage businesses had low technology intensity scores while ICT, 
financial services and media businesses had higher ones.

Digital tourism in rural towns is at 
largely at a low level of 
conceptualisation and limited to firm-
level websites and  town websites of 
varying quality without e-commerce 
transaction capabilities.

Horizontal integration was the lowest 
scoring dimension. While there are county-
level initiatives, few town-level systematic 
initiatives were identified

Digital Citizenship is not included in the 
rapid assessment due to the high cost of 
data collection particularly for populations 
with low technology penetration.



COVID-19 DIGITAL SKILLS LIGHTHOUSE INTERNATIONAL

Longitudinal study 

of the five towns 

across three 

periods:

T1 – Sept.2019

T2 – June 2020

T3 – June 2021

Complete 

comprehensive 

survey of digital 

competences for 

35 rural towns.

Catalog digital town 

materials, projects 

initiatives and 

collaborate on 

lighthouse projects.

Collaborate on 

international 

projects to 

compare rural 

towns and support 

knowledge 

transfer.

BASELINE

Expand the 

baseline 

comparison to 35 

rural towns with 

populations 

between 5,000 

and 10,000 people 

What’s next?



Want more information - https://www.weare.ie/ie-digital-town-blueprint/

https://www.weare.ie/ie-digital-town-blueprint/


theo.lynn@dcu.ie
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Appendix 1 – Sample Indicators


