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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction
Rural areas face numerous challenges, including population decline, aging populations,
dispersed education, unemployment, economic monocultures, reduced quality of life, resource
mismanagement, environmental degradation, and loss of biodiversity. These issues are often
attributed to the digital divide. Recent academic research has explored the causes and
consequences of the urban-rural divide, barriers to rural digitalization, village resilience and
vulnerability, and the application of digital innovations in areas such as agriculture. However,
practical, executable solutions to bridge the digital divide remain scarce. A significant
shortcoming of existing approaches is their focus on identifying causes, factors, and impacts
rather than offering actionable strategies to address the divide.
One promising solution for rural development is the establishment of rural digital hubs. These
hubs are sustainable and effective strategies designed to address the needs of residents and
businesses while tackling the challenges faced by rural communities. Unlike digitally advanced
countries, however, there has been minimal effort to establish rural digital hubs in developing
nations, with only a few limited examples. Research indicates a significant challenge in
achieving acceptance of digital hubs in rural areas, where adoption rates tend to be lower than
in urban areas. The willingness of rural residents to engage with these platforms is a critical
factor, as it serves as the foundation for leveraging their resources for social, economic, and
environmental development.
Despite the importance of this issue, research on the factors influencing the acceptance of rural
digital hubs remains limited. Most studies have focused on the types, functionalities, and
implementation challenges of digital hubs, rather than on the conditions necessary for their
acceptance. To address this research gap, the present study aims to explore the factors and
conditions influencing the acceptance of digital hubs in rural environments. Using a grounded
theory approach, the study seeks to answer the following research questions:

1. What are the causal conditions affecting the acceptance of rural digital hubs?

2. What are the contextual factors affecting the acceptance of rural digital hubs?

3. What are the intervening factors affecting the acceptance of rural digital hubs?

4. What strategies are necessary for the acceptance of rural digital hubs?

5. What are the outcomes of the acceptance of rural digital hubs?

Methods

This study employs a grounded theory approach to develop a conceptual model through three
stages of coding: open coding, axial coding, and selective coding. The model is structured
around five components: causal conditions, contextual conditions, intervening conditions,
strategies, and outcomes. Participants for the study were selected using purposeful and snowball
sampling techniques. Data collection involved interviews with 15 experts, including academics,
government officials, and members of non-governmental organizations with expertise in rural
planning and development. The data were analyzed following the grounded theory guidelines
proposed by Strauss and Corbin (1998), using open, axial, and selective coding. To ensure the
validity of the research, techniques such as member checking and rich, thick descriptions were
employed. Reliability was ensured through precise documentation and procedural transparency,
including organizing interview transcripts, preliminary results, and narratives collected
throughout the study.
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Results
The study identifies several factors influencing the acceptance of digital hubs by rural residents:

« Causal conditions: Economic and socio-cultural deficiencies, as well as dissatisfaction
with traditional education. For example, economic factors such as reliance on
monoculture farming, unsustainable livelihoods, and lack of effective employment
opportunities drive interest in adopting digital hubs despite their restrictive nature.

o Contextual conditions: Infrastructure, structural characteristics of villages, and
demographic composition.

o Intervening factors: Weak and fragmented policymaking, ineffective rural
management, and a trade-based economy, which interfere with strategies for
acceptance.

o Strategies: Identifying rural resources and capacities, raising awareness of the functions
of digital hubs, and implementing pre-training programs to prepare communities for
adoption.

e Outcomes: Acceptance of digital hubs leads to significant economic, socio-cultural,
informational, and political benefits. For instance, participants highlighted the role of
these platforms in enhancing political awareness among rural residents.

Conclusion

Research evidence and global experiences demonstrate the significant potential of digitalization
in addressing rural challenges. Rural digital hubs represent an innovative and sustainable
approach to rural development, differing from conventional ICT platforms by their emphasis
on modern organizational frameworks (Dyba et al., 2020; Simek et al., 2022). In recent years,
rural digital hubs have garnered attention from researchers and policymakers (Lusweti and
Omieno, 2023).

Despite numerous studies on rural digitalization, reliable research on rural digital hubs remains
scarce. This study addresses this gap by identifying the factors and conditions affecting the
acceptance of digital hubs in Kurdistan Province. The research provides insights into the
functions, implementation conditions, and policies required to facilitate the utilization of these
platforms.

While previous studies have largely focused on the types, functionalities, and implementation
challenges of digital hubs (Midrner et al., 2019; Dyba et al., 2020; Macias Aragonés et al., 2020;
Rundel et al., 2021; Price et al., 2022), this study stands out by exploring the conditions and
strategies necessary for their acceptance. The proposed model serves as a foundation for further
research into the importance and application of digital hubs as a means of reducing the digital
divide and fostering rural development.

Keywords: Rural Development, Kurdistan, Model, Digital Hub.
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