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ABSTRACT This paper aims to identify how rural digitalization influences social innova-
tion in the context of the Global South. Using qualitative research methods, we examine
two cases of digitalization in rural areas in Indonesia, which represent differing types of
digital technologies and economic activities. Our findings show that the use of digital tech-
nologies in livelihood strategies stimulates new social and institutional practices in rural
areas. As digital technologies that are adopted differ in both cases, the complexity of adop-
tion and the digital literacy and skills required also vary. Such a complexity generates chal-
lenges and hardships for the community, but at the same time, it provides room for expe-
dited learning and urges them to fight the challenges collectively. This nurtures reflexivity
between agents and stimulates the legitimation of new practices regarding the adoption of
digital technologies and their ability to solve social problems. Cultural values clearly play
an essential role in this process. Openness and courage to change facilitate agents to build
legitimacy, whereas strong cultural values tend to maintain existing practices in a
community.
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Introduction

Rural transformation in the Global South has been characterized by a
decrease in labor in farming, an economic structural shift from agri-
cultural to non-agricultural sectors, diversifying livelihood strategies,
increased spatial and social mobility, and the development of infrastruc-
ture and strengthened rural-urban linkages (see Belton and Filipski
2019; Berdegué, Rosada, and Bebbington 2014; Diao, Magalhaes, and 1
Silver 2019; Rigg 2001; 2007). Globalization has bolstered the relation-
ships between the global economy and the local outcomes, in that the
farming activities are adjusted to the global demands and the peasant
farms are replaced by agro-industrial and other types of enterprises
(Rigg 2001). This transformation indeed generates challenges for rural
communities, in that they need to adapt to ongoing changes and find
new ways to increase incomes. Although rural transformation has been
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very dynamic, rural areas in the Global South have long been typified by
persistent problems, such as poverty, vulnerability, landlessness, and lim-
ited access to resources and facilities (Rigg 2020; Trivelli and Berdegué
2019). Rural communities must therefore innovate to come up with bet-
ter solutions to such challenges (Bock 2012; Bosworth et al. 2016; Noack
and Federwisch 2020). In this regard, social innovation is seen as one
of the means by which rural communities collectively cope with chal-
lenges (see Martens, Wolff, and Hanisch 2020; Neumeier 2012; Noack
and Federwisch 2020).

There is increasing interest in the role of social innovation in rural
development, which is often seen both as a desired outcome and an
instrument to solve the problems faced by rural communities (Bock
2012). Social innovation refers to new activities and ideas that are moti-
vated by the wish to achieve social needs and goals (Mulgan 2006). As
a new social practice, it reflects coordinated actions undertaken collec-
tively by social agents aiming at creating social change (Cajaiba-Santana
2014). In the process, the agents seek to build legitimacy that enables
them to perform collective action and solve social problems (Cajaiba-
Santana 2014). A strong sense of collectivity, thus, plays an essential role
(Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Mulgan 2006).

The advance of digital technologies in rural areas, as manifested either
in digital artifacts, platforms, or infrastructure (see Nambisan 2017),
creates both opportunities and challenges for solving problems faced
by communities. Digitalization—by which we mean the use of digital
technologies and the Internet—helps improve accessibility and connec-
tivity in the absence of sufficient physical infrastructure (e.g., Malecki
2003; Velaga et al. 2012). Digital infrastructure connects societies across
regions and helps them access public services, which in turn drives pol-
icy reforms and institutional innovation (IFAD 2016). Digitalization
also facilitates technological innovation, which changes how enterprises
operate and labor perform their activities. On the other hand, the low
penetration of digital technology and low digital literacies in rural areas,
including the issue of the “digital divide” (the gap between urban and
rural areas in terms of access to information and communication tech-
nologies [ICT]), complicate the opportunities that digitalization offers
(Bukht and Heeks 2017; Malecki 2003; Salemink, Strijker, and Bosworth
2017).

Along with these issues, an important question emerges: to what
extent does digitalization play a role in rural social innovation, and
how? There is little research explicitly addressing this issue, even
though it is an important question for rural development, particularly
in the Global South. The literature documents increasing attention to
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“digital social innovation” (e.g., Zerrer and Sept 2020). Digitalization
is presented as having the potential to support, enable, or transform
social innovation (Millard and Carpenter 2014). However, this prem-
ise might be problematic for the context of the Global South. The
issue of the digital divide, as explained before, is even more complex
(Mariscal 2005). In several contexts, the low adoption of digital tech-
nologies in rural areas might not only be caused by low digital lit-
eracies and skills. Digitalization and the Internet can sometimes be
rejected due to cultural barriers, as they are seen as contradictory to
local social values (e.g., Tremblay 2018). It is generally understood
that digital development in rural areas not only offers new opportuni-
ties but also generates additional challenges and impacts that need to
be anticipated (Malecki 2003; Velaga et al. 2012). It is, thus, important
to understand how specific socio-cultural characteristics of rural com-
munities in the Global South influence the way digitalization facili-
tates, or even obstructs, their collective learning.

This paper aims to examine how digitalization stimulates social innova-
tion in rural areas in Indonesia, a country in the Global South. Indonesia
was chosen because it is an example of a country where significant chal-
lenges are being faced due to rural transformation that is strongly influ-
enced by extensive urbanization and digitalization (see Fahmi and Sari
2020; Firman 2017). We examine two villages that represent differing
scopes of digital economies and types of economic activities, namely
Kamasan village in Bali, in which digitalization is implemented through
government programs in traditional crafts, and Kaliabu, an agricultural
village in Central Java, which has experienced economic diversification
due to the presence of logo designers. This paper contributes to the
literature on rural social innovation and rural digitalization by provid-
ing empirical evidence regarding the Global South, which is still rarely
discussed. This paper provides insights into how different levels of com-
plexity of digitalization in rural economies influence social innovation
processes. We eventually show that bottom-up initiatives, triggered by
the need to adapt to digitalization’s challenges, stimulate social learning
and collaboration among rural community members, whereas top-down
efforts in promoting digitalization could not directly nurture such a new
practice.

The remainder of this paper is structured as follows: The next section
presents a literature review on rural transformation and digitalization
and a conceptual framework for analyzing the effects of digitalization on
rural social innovation. A brief description of our methodology is then
presented, followed by the overview of cases and the results of our analy-
sis. We then conclude the paper by remarking on our findings.
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Digitalization and Rural Transformation in the Global South

Rural transformation can be described as a comprehensive process of
change at the societal level, driven by economic diversification and a shift
from agricultural to non-agricultural sectors (Berdegué et al. 2014; Rigg
2001). The terms “deagrarianization” and “agrarian transition” explain this
structural change, which is reflected by a decreased proportion of labor in
farming, intensification of agricultural diversification, the structure of the
economy shifting from agricultural to non-agricultural sectors, larger occu-
pational plurality, intensified spatial and social mobility, larger dependence
on market relations, and rising rural-urban interpenetration (Bryceson
1996; Rigg 2001). Rural communities clearly need to adapt to these devel-
opments, which will in turn trigger further socio-cultural changes. In the
Global South, rural transformation is strongly associated with urbanization,
in that economic forces from urban areas stimulate changes in agricultural
activities and land markets in surrounding areas (see Diao and Magalhaes
2019; Rigg 2001). As urban—rural connectivity strengthens, features of the
urban environment are introduced to rural areas, and this influences the
livelihood and standard of living of rural communities (Ohlan 2016).

Digitalization potentially contributes to the progression of rural trans-
formation (see Fahmi and Sari 2020). Digitalization is a prominent form
of modernity that influences rural societies alongside other technologies.
As Staab (2017:2-3) contends, digitalization “represents a broader capital-
ist transformation” and “a macro-strategy for economic transformation”
which focuses on “rationalization strategies” for creating a new surplus of
consumption. Nambisan (2017:3—4) describes that digital technologies in
the economy can manifest in three distinct but related elements: digital
artifacts (components, applications or media contents that can be used by
end-users), digital platforms (“a shared, common set of services and archi-
tecture that serves to host complimentary offerings”), and digital infrastruc-
ture (tools and systems that “offer communication, collaboration and/or
computing capabilities”). In general, the areas of digital economy that are
present in rural areas can be placed into three categories: the “core” digital
sector (e.g., hardware and software, IT consulting), the “narrow” scope or
digital economy (e.g., digital services), and the “broad” scope of the digi-
talized economy (e.g., e-commerce, e-business, precision agriculture) (see
Bukht and Heeks 2017). In many contexts, the presence of the core digital
sector in rural areas is limited in comparison to the broader digitalized
economy, such as e-commerce.

Digitalization drives various changes in rural areas, particularly in
the delivery of services (Moseley and Owen 2008). This is possible as
digitalization accelerates the “diffusion of networking logic,” which
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modifies the social morphology of societies as well as the process and
outcome of “production, experience, power and culture” (see Castells
2010:500). Digitalization and information technologies provide access to
new resources and opportunities and alter the movement of people and
resources between urban and rural areas (Demos 2005). Digital tech-
nologies facilitate intra-business, business interactions, teleworking, and
home-working (Bell and Jayne 2010; Moseley and Owen 2008). These
developments considerably stimulate entrepreneurial practices in rural
areas in the agricultural and nonagricultural sectors (Bowen and Morris
2019). Many knowledge-based economic activities that flourish in urban
areas, such as creative industries, are made possible in rural areas due
to digital developments (Sorensen 2009). While digitalization appears
to open up new opportunities, it also creates challenges and struggles
for rural communities and businesses. It is to be expected that digital
technologies are only useful for those who have the ability to use them
(Malecki 2003; Raisinen and Tuovinen 2020; Salemink and Strijker
2017). For those with low digital literacy and little knowledge regarding
these technologies, digitalization may pose further problems that add to
those rural communities have faced for decades (see Rigg 2001). These
conditions suggest that the role of digitalization in rural areas is con-
tested, particularly in the Global South.

A Conceptual Framework for Analyzing Rural Digitalization and
Social Innovation

Social innovation is progressively regarded as a means as well as an end
in overcoming the problems faced by rural communities (Bock 2012;
Martens and Wolff 2020). Previous studies have provided comprehensive
overviews of conceptual arguments regarding the term “social innova-
tion.” Despite the critique that it is often used as a buzzword and not
always clearly defined, social innovation is generally understood as new
ideas and practices that are triggered by the need to achieve social goals
(e.g., Bock 2012; Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Grimm et al. 2013; Mulgan 2006;
Pol and Ville 2009). Specifically, social innovation reflects planned and
legitimated actions ventured collectively by social agents attempting
at social change that emerges as new social practices (Cajaiba-Santana
2014). In this view, legitimation is an important process in which col-
lective action can come into play (Cajaiba-Santana 2014). Nevertheless,
some scholars regard social innovation does not have “inherent good-
ness,” in that it does not automatically deliver positive impacts and, in
some cases, may rather affect negatively to some actors (e.g., Christmann
2020; Howaldt, Kopp, and Michael 2015; Lindhult 2008:44). Manzini
(2014) reviews the types of social innovation, including “incremental

1pu0D pue SWS L 8L} 385 *[202/60/T0] U0 Aiq1TBuIUO A8|IM ‘Seiled - AiSIeAIN UBdO d1UBIPH AJ 8T¥ZT 0SNI/TTTT OT/I0p/W0d 8| 1M AReiq iUl uO//SANY WO papeojuMOq ‘Z ‘Z20Z ‘TEB0BYST

100" B |1

35LB01] SUOWLIOD BATES.D 3|ea1Ide 3 Ad PeuBAAD 316 SILE YO ‘38N 103N 10} AIGIT BUNIUO ABJIM UO



344 Rural Sociology, Vol. 87, No. 2, June 2022

innovation,” in which the changes lie within the range of existing ways,
as well as “radical innovation,” which lie outside the range. Social innova-
tion is also classified in terms of its initiatives, in which the changes start
from experts, decision makers or political activists (top-down) or rather
from people or communities (bottom-up) (Manzini 2014:57).

Previous studies have outlined important aspects that stimulate
social innovation, including the importance of creativity (i.e., the cre-
ative class), cultural capital and values, social capital, and collective
action in rural social innovation (e.g., André, Abreu, and Carmo 2013;
Chowdhury 2020; Futemma, De Castro, and Brondizio 2020; Naranjo-
Valencia, Ocampo-Wilches, and Trujillo-Henao 2020; Neumeier 2012;
Roberts and Townsend 2016). In regard to the rising importance of dig-
ital technologies in rural areas, it is now imperative to look into the role
of “digital capital”; that is, the resources and benefits that can be used by
communities, including digital infrastructure, tools, literacy, and skills
(Roberts and Townsend 2016).

Although the relationship between digitalization and rural social inno-
vation has been examined in previous studies on “digital social inno-
vation” (e.g., Millard and Carpenter 2014; Zerrer and Sept 2020), it is
important to examine the topic in more depth. Doing so allows us a
more comprehensive picture of the social and institutional mechanisms
and relationships that support it. Unlike Schumpeterian or techni-
cal innovation, which is focused on creating new value and economic
growth (Sengupta 2014), social innovation aims at solving social prob-
lems (see Bosworth et al. 2016; Christmann 2020). There are two main
perspectives for analyzing social innovation: (1) the agentic-centered
perspective, an individualist and behavioral approach that focuses on
the actions undertaken by specific individuals to stimulate social innova-
tion and (2) the structuralist perspective, which focuses on the external
structural context of social innovation (Cajaiba-Santana 2014).

Cajaiba-Santana (2014) combines both perspectives using neo-
institutional theory and structuration theory, creating a comprehen-
sive framework through which to study social innovation mechanisms.
Institutional theory provides an overview of the relationship between
institutions (norms, rules, conventions, and values) and structures of
society (Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Hollingsworth 2000). This theory states
that institutions play a role in creating new ideas from social systems,
and offers various theoretical insights into new practices that are formed
through legitimacy and diffusion. From an institutional view, social inno-
vation is seen as “a result of the exchanges of knowledge and resources
by actors mobilized through legitimization activities” (Cajaiba-Santana
2014:8). Meanwhile, structuration theory considers the relationship
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between institutions and configuring actors in the process of creating
social systems. The social system discussed in structuration theory is a
model governed by social practice and the relationships between agents.
Structuration theory focuses on the reciprocal interactions between
agents and social structures (Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Giddens 1979). As
to structuration theory, social innovation is “socially constructed” in that
“individuals engage collectively in purposeful actions and reflexively
monitor the outcome of their actions” (Cajaiba-Santana 2014:8).

The framework offered by Cajaiba-Santana (2014) is suitable for
explaining the social and institutional mechanisms through which digi-
talization influences rural social innovation, in that it covers the actions
of agents and structural features of society. It also considers the rela-
tionship of institutions to the drivers of social innovation, which in this
context are related to digitalization. In so doing, analysis can be carried
out on three different levels: intra-group social innovation, inter-group
social innovation, and extra-group social innovation, or the macro-level
of social systems (Cajaiba-Santana 2014). In the following section, we
draw upon this framework for analyzing in-depth the agency stimulating
rural digitalization, institutional practices, and the social changes that
occur as a result (see Figure 1).

Agent, Agency, and Reflexivity in Rural Digitalization

Although institutional theory focuses on norms, rules, conventions,
and values (institutions) that guide individuals (“agents”) and collective
actions (Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Hollingsworth 2000), structuration the-
ory looks to “agency” to explain how institutions and actions configure

Communicative actions Agents and agency
Digitalization (MaP)
Institutional practices
A
Social
practices
A4
Institutional changes |« Social changes

Legitimated actions

Figure 1. Conceptual Framework. Source: Based on Cajaiba-Santana (2014).
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each other to create social systems (Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Giddens
1979). In combining the two theories, Cajaba-Santana (2014) suggests
examining how an agent is both constrained and enabled by structures
or institutions when re-creating social systems. The notion of reflexivity
is used to characterize the process of social innovation as communicative
action, in that it is used to achieve mutual understanding among inter-
acting individuals, aiding them in coordinating their actions based on
collective interpretations of the social context (Cajaiba-Santana 2014).
Reflexivity constitutes the agent’s cognitive ability; it also shows that
agents have a critical attitude towards the social order (Czyzewski 1994).
In this paper, reflexivity is related to the reflexive ability of agents regard-
ing their actions towards other agents.

Identifying “heroes,” or agents, that promote digitalization in rural
social innovation processes is important. Digital inclusion is a major
issue in rural digital development, in that adoption of ICT has never
been equal: there are early adopters and laggards, and there are various
factors and mechanisms explaining this condition (Marién and Prodnik
2014; Rogers 2003; Salemink et al. 2017). In the Global South, in partic-
ular, this issue should be taken into account due to low levels of pene-
tration of digital technology and digital skills (Bukht and Heeks 2017).
According to International Telecommunication Union [ITU] (2020),
only 28 percent rural households in developing countries had access to
the Internet in 2019, a very low proportion as compared to developed
countries (81 percent).

Nevertheless, agents play a role in “social change movements”;
resources are mobilized and disseminated in collective action through
relationships between agents, institutional structures, and social systems
(Cajaiba-Santana 2014). As such, it is important to look into how the
use and adoption of digital technologies are promoted among agents
and rural communities, as well as how this influences collective action
to solve social problems. It is to be expected that agents use digital tech-
nology to solve existing problems, and this requires reflexive processes.
A multi-actor perspective (MaP) can be used to identify agents, their
relationships, and their levels of reflexivity. This also helps identify cate-
gories of actors and their levels of aggregation (Avelino and Wittmayer
2016). Actor categories comprise state (public agencies), market (pri-
vate firms), community (households, families), and the so-called third
sector (voluntary/nonprofit organizations that are not classified in the
previous categories) (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016). These actors have
different levels of aggregation: sectors, organizational actors, and indi-
vidual actors (Avelino and Wittmayer 2016). We argue that using this
categorization and aggregation will help determine the magnitude of
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the strength of “social energy”, that is, the power of agents in carrying
out movements for change and community empowerment, as well as
shifting power towards other agents (Faucher 2010). We can expect that
the stronger the motivation to participate is, the higher the level of com-
mitment and intention to be involved in collective action is (Meerstra-de
Haan et al. 2020). Both top-down and bottom-up initiatives can stimu-
late rural social innovation, although some believe that top-down initia-
tives are less effective at stimulating innovative practices among rural
communities (Martens et al. 2020; Neumeier 2017). Agents in the third
sector, such as activists, tend to have the ability to stimulate changes in
a bottom-up way, often as a reaction to the failure of the government to
provide social services to the community (Mulgan 2006). The level of
aggregation of agents also affects the amount of social energy and has
implications for collective action, as social energy is able to drive human
networks (organizations) (Faucher 2010).

Institutional Practices and Legitimation

Following our discussion above, institutional theory explains how agents
are constrained and encouraged by structures and institutions when re-
creating social systems (Cajaiba-Santana 2014; Giddens 1979). According
to Castells (2010:502), digitalization reshapes networks within society and
this enables “endless deconstruction and reconstruction” of culture and
“dramatic reorganization of power relationships.” Social innovation as a
new social movement reflects social energy which emerges collectively
and encourages groups to act in pursuit of desired goals (Dunfey 2019;
Faucher 2010). It is important to note that social innovation processes
require agents to gain legitimacy to realize collective goals. Legitimacy
is a form of collective appreciation of rational effectiveness, legal man-
date, and collective value (Kingston and Caballero 2009). From an
institutional point of view, legitimacy has the potential to create commu-
nicative collective action by giving validity to actions that change social
systems and create new social practices. Without legitimacy, it is difficult
to attract other people to participate because legitimacy creates the idea
that new social practices deserve to be imitated and institutionalized
(Cajaiba-Santana 2014). In other words, social innovation is impossible
without legitimacy. Social innovation is as a new social practice that is
trying to be institutionalized (Greve and Argote 2015). Social innovation
proposes that new social practices are thus legitimate and purposeful.
With regard to our objective—explaining how rural digitalization
affects social innovation—understanding this institutional legitimacy
process is essential. The categorization and aggregation of actors are
important, as they affect the strength of social energy available for
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legitimation processes (Faucher 2010). We will also look into how vari-
ous circumstances of rural contexts and the scope of digital economies
influence building legitimacy.

Social Change

Social innovation is expected to generate societal changes by means of
improved conditions, despite the negative impacts that potentially arise
(Christmann 2020). As explained, social innovations reflect legitimated,
collective actions by social agents (Cajaiba-Santana 2014). Such col-
lective action includes social institutions, which also are regulators of
agents’ actions (North 1990). Legitimation is needed to create social
change in society and fulfill common goals (Castro-Arce and Vanclay
2020; Howaldt et al. 2015; Nicholls, Simon, and Gabriel 2015; Westley
and Antadze 2010). Previous studies have shown rural digitalization has
significant societal implications. The presence of digital technologies
and the Internet in rural areas place existing social values at stake, which
necessarily stimulates changes in living patterns (e.g., Tremblay 2018).
It is thus important to explore the further implications of legitimizing
digitalization and new social practices, particularly for social norms and
values, as well as the role of social control, hierarchy and power in the
process (see Castells 2010).

In summary, our framework draws on Cajaiba-Santana’s (2014) con-
ceptualization of social innovation, which explains how new ideas nur-
ture institutional and social changes as agents are reflexively involved in
legitimation processes in solving social problems. In this study, we look
into how new ideas that emerge from digitalization are processed by the
(reflexivity of) agents as well as how they engage collectively in legiti-
mation processes. As such, we can identify the changes in institutional
practices and social systems as a result (see Figure 1).

Methodology

Research Design

This study uses a double case study approach using qualitative research
methods. Two villages were chosen to reflect different conditions and
scopes of digital economies and different types of main economic activ-
ities in rural areas. Our analysis is performed at the level of intra-social
group, in which we look into how agents in/outside the village brought
new ideas from digitalization and how this affects norms, values, and rules
of a social group, that is, the village community. The first case is Kaliabu
village in Magelang District, Central Java Province. Here we can note
the emergence of digital-based logo designers (digital service/narrow
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scope of digital economies) in agricultural rural areas that encourage
bottom-up social innovation. Meanwhile, Kamasan Village in Klungkung
District, Bali Province demonstrates the use of digital/social media in
non-agricultural rural areas as motivated by a top-down intervention that
nurtures social changes in traditional craft industries. Comparison helps
us to explore how different scopes of digital economies and digitaliza-
tion initiatives influence social innovation processes and outcomes. By
placing these two cases side by side, we can compare and validate poten-
tially contrasting results and build conceptual arguments regarding this
issue (Yin 2014). In doing so, a qualitative data analysis method is suit-
able since it provides descriptive explanations of the cases, allowing us to
explore them with specificity and depth (Dey 1993).

Data Collection

In-depth, semi-structured interviews were conducted with local commu-
nity members throughout 2019-2020 (before COVID-19 restrictions were
implemented), to develop an understanding of the processes and out-
comes of social innovation in the two villages. During the fieldwork we
also had the opportunity to conduct observations regarding rural socio-
economic conditions, social interactions and digital infrastructure in the
villages. This approach was appropriate considering our need to develop
reliable conclusions on the relationship between digitalization and social
innovation as well as the role of agents in the processes (Dey 1993; Miles,
Huberman, and Saldana 2014). During the interviews, important issues
were discussed, especially the historical development of rural economies,
the use of technology among rural communities, government programs
and policies, and digitalization’s influence on social conditions. In this
way, we were able to identify the roles of agents in digitalization and their
potential to change institutional and social systems. The informants for
this study were determined by purposive and snowball sampling methods.
The key informants in the interviews were determined through several
selection criteria focusing on knowledge of the adoption process of digital
technology and the institutional changes that arise from it. Operationally,
we started with local leaders and government officials, who provided gen-
eral overviews about the socioeconomic transformation in the villages and
recommended follow-up interviews (snowballing) with local community
members (including associations). In total there were 11 key informants in
Kamasan, consisting of 8 craft-businessmen (wayang paintings, goldsmiths,
and woven fabrics), one village government official, and two provincial gov-
ernment officials. For Kaliabu there were seven key informants, consisting
of one village government official and six logo designers (including asso-
ciation leaders).
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Qualitative Data Analysis

Qualitative data obtained from interviews were then analyzed using an
interactive model, consisting of data reduction, data display, and inter-
pretation and validation (Miles and Huberman 2014). After the inter-
views were transcribed verbatim, data reduction was carried out in three
stages: open coding (first cycle), axial coding (second cycle), and selec-
tive coding (third cycle). In the first cycle, the raw data were simplified
to highlight and obtain the specific meaning of quotes using labels. In
the axial coding process, the open codes were grouped based on similar
characteristics, which were then classified further in themes of analyses
(selective coding). This coding procedure is an iterative and inductive
process, in that although we developed a conceptual framework for anal-
ysis, we sought to find specific meanings and findings which both align
with and contest previous conceptual arguments. To further process
these results, we organized data into matrices and tables and validated
our conclusions by examining and comparing findings within cases (tri-
angulation between key informants) and between cases (see Miles et al.
2014). The analysis was done in Indonesian to ensure the accuracy of
meaning and interpretation, and we translated necessary quotes to be
presented in this paper. To keep the confidentiality of our informants,
their names are presented anonymously in this paper.

Overview of Cases

The Kaliabu Case

Kaliabu Village, located in Magelang District, Central Java (about 501 km
from the national capital Jakarta, see Figure 2), was an agricultural vil-
lage that has transformed into a “logo design village” (see Fahmi and
Sari 2020). Kaliabu is famous for logo designers, an innovation that was
led by several young individuals. They saw an opportunity for a new live-
lihood and tried to develop their skills in graphic design on their own
through video tutorials on the Internet. They did not have any previ-
ous knowledge regarding the use of digital technology in logo design
production. In 2011-2012, some of the individuals participated in an
international logo design competition and won the prize. This inspired
the surrounding community to try logo designing, as it offered the possi-
bility of dramatically increasing their incomes. The development of logo
designers in Kaliabu then spurred an economic boost for the village
community that started to tackle problems of poverty and unemploy-
ment especially during 2013-2014.
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Figure 2. Locations of the Cases.

The emergence of logo designers in this village not only created
new jobs but also facilitated new practices that can be understood
as social innovation, including the building of public facilities and
the practice of sharing economies. The community of logo designers
(e.g., Rewo-Rewo, SDC, SITKOM) also organized charity events and
contributed to their community’s material environment by building a
mosque and schools. The pioneers of logo design established a forum
that facilitated the sharing of knowledge, digital technology skills, and
design software, which to a certain degree responded the problem
of low digital literacy and skills. This forum generated a community
business model (sharing economy) that created a mechanism whereby
demands from international customers could be responded to by
members of the forum. As such, this development increased solidarity
among local designers and facilitated social interaction among wider
community members. On the other side, some village residents were
concerned with the shift social values, for instance, a decreasing sense
of togetherness and disrespect for parents.

It is also important to note the fluctuated nature of logo design activ-
ities since 2014. Amidst global competitions, it has not been easy for
these logo designers to survive in the design markets. Although many of
them have quit the activities and moved on to other jobs, itis clear that as
they were exposed to digital technology and the Internet, they obtained
knowledge and abilities to work outside agriculture and logo design (see
Fahmi and Sari 2020).
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The Kamasan Case

Kamasan Village is located in Klungkung District, Bali (about 1,208 km
from Jakarta and 31 km from the provincial capital of Denpasar, see
Figure 2). Most of the households in the village have craft businesses
which in general did not use digital technologies. The development
of traditional craft industries in Kamasan cannot be separated from
the past history of the Klungkung Kingdom. Kamasan is an adminis-
trative part of the Gelgel indigenous village, whose craft development
is inseparable from the development of pande (craftsmen) based in
Gelgel. The types of creative cultural products in Kamasan Village are
very diverse, including gold and silver handicrafts, Kamasan puppet
painting, Uang Kepeng, carving cartridges, and woven fabrics. Of the
various types of crafts that have developed in Kamasan, the majority
are used for religious purposes. In general, these religious craft busi-
nesses prefer not to use digital technologies, as their consumers tend
to be local and specific.

The promotion of digital technologies in traditional craft businesses
in Kamasan reflects a top-down initiative by the Bali provincial gov-
ernment since 2016, implemented with the aim that local businesses
and community members would transform their business and social
practices to be more innovative. Nevertheless, the government sel-
dom consulted with local businesses and communities about what
they need and prefer. Digital technologies, especially the Internet and
social media marketing, are used by cultural businesses in woven fab-
rics, wayang paintings, and Uang Kepeng, as their products can be sold
widely and are not only produced for religious purposes. The use of
social media marketing was promoted by the local government and
taken up by local business actors, as they felt it appropriate to expand
their market and maintain the continuity of their businesses. Among
those who use the Internet, many also use it for design and production
processes. The use of digital technology in some of the local businesses
facilitated improvements in their businesses, particularly by opening
up new market opportunities. Children of craft businessmen used dig-
ital technology to edit photos and some of them used it to design
clothes using wayang motifs. However, this process tends to occur
individually within the crafter’s family. The benefits and challenges
arising from the adoption of digital technologies were not intensively
communicated among local crafters and used to strengthen their
collaborations.
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Results

This section presents the results of analyses on the three aspects: agents,
agency and reflexivity; institutional and legitimacy processes; and social
changes with regard to rural digitalization.

Agent, Agency, and Reflexivity

We identified the agents of digitalization using a multi-actor perspective.
In general, there are differences in the categorization and aggregation
of agents in Kaliabu and Kamasan, and this influences reflexivity and the
amount of social energy invested in the adoption of digital technologies.

Each category of actor is present in both cases, including the govern-
ment, the community, the market, and the “third” sector (see Figure 3).
In Kaliabu, community members played a more significant role com-
pared with the government and market, who provided assistance in dig-
ital technologies and infrastructure later. The emergence of logo design
in this village was a bottom-up initiative: some agents in the community
category entered into the third sector, becoming activists who initiated
the logo design profession, formed forums/associations of logo design-
ers, and persuaded young people in the village to join in their activities.
These 12 agents tried to initiate logo design and later mobilized local
resources in processes of digitalization. As an interviewee explained, the
development of logo design in Kaliabu used information on emerging
trends gathered from the Internet in 2011:

Mr. NIM did not have a computer, so he came to Mr. WD’s place
[where] I and Mr. AKB also learnt together. [We thought that]

Ministry of Internal Affairs Bali provincial government (Disperindag, DiskopUKM)
Kaliabu Village Head Klungkung district government (Dekranasda, Disnaker, Disbudpar)
\s % \ s/
N8, $'s _\% s
% \% GOVERNMENT §'Q/ & % \% GOVERNMENT 09/ &
> < /R % &/’
%\ /8 %\ /s
\ / \ /
\ / \ /
\ THIRD v public \ THIRD A A public
Mas AKB // private —\\ TAReRE] // private
ias NIM \(student assoc),
\ Mas ABR \ /’
A \
/
SECTOR 3ECTPR
COMMUNITY \'\ MARKET COMMUNITY e MARKET
A\ A\
/ /
Mas AKB's friends (12 person) \ Logo design consumers Craftsman family) / \ Consumers
Rewo-Rewo Community PT Telkom Indonesia \Wayang painting groups. BNI
SDC Kaliabu Community Rumah Kreatif
SITKOM Community Other private sectors.
(Tokopedia, Bukalapak)
KALIABU KAMASAN

Note: + Individual aggregation
+ Organizational aggregation
: Mixed organizations / Institutions

Figure 3. Digitalization Agents in Kaliabu and Kamasan (Using a Multi-Actor
Perspective). [Colour figure can be viewed at wileyonlinelibrary.com]
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this kind of information [or knowledge and skills about logo de-
sign] should be disseminated. For me ... since I was younger, my
house has often been used as a place for friends to play, confide
in and tell stories. So, I invited other friends who did not have
jobs to be trained and coached, 12 people [in this logo design].
(Interviewee AKB, male, 28 years old, a logo designer for six
years)

People who saw their significant increase in income tried to follow in
their footsteps. Along with the increasing number of people interested
in logo design, some forums/associations emerged (locally called “komu-
nitas”), such as Rewo-Rewo, SDC Kaliabu, and SITKOM (see Figure 3).
These associations grew from 2011 to 2013, as many people in Kaliabu
Village changed their professions to become logo designers; they actually
called themselves “logo crafters” (pengrajin logo) instead, as they did not
have formal education in graphic design. These associations bolstered
networks among logo designers by sharing information, knowledge, and
experience in design as well as equipment to do the job. For example,
one interviewee mentioned:

From 12 people (members), [the association] then quickly grew
because people were tempted by the increased income ... Until
finally the Rewo-Rewo Community had 300 members in 2014
(excluding school kids). (Interviewee AKB, male, 28 years old, a
logo designer for six years)

9

In contrast, the development of “social commerce,” or marketing
through social media, among craft businesses in Kamasan Village
cannot be disentangled from the development of the Internet and
smartphone technology. Because of differences in age and technol-
ogy adoption, the majority of agents who influenced social media
usage in this village were young people whose parents worked as
crafters (see Figure 3). Driven by youthful enthusiasm and a desire
to meet consumer needs, the craftspeople’s children looked for ways
to carry out wider marketing using social media. They were largely
competent in using the Internet and social media platforms such as
Instagram, Facebook, and WhatsApp. The Bali provincial government
and Rumah Kreatif (a state-owned enterprise program), alongside cer-
tain student associations, played a quite significant role by providing
technical guidance, training, and assisting in marketing craft prod-
ucts online. According to our interviews with the local government
officials, these programs were part of the government efforts to en-
hance entrepreneurial ability and competence in online marketing
among small and medium-sized enterprises, which is currently valued
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important in the meantime. Such assistance was routinely carried out
almost every year by several agencies at the provincial level, as an in-
terviewee mentioned:

In the past, there was a training from Bali provincial govern-
ment for online marketing. My son did an internship for seven
days. The Bali Province SME training was carried out every
Sunday. I was invited, but I asked my child who understood bet-
ter the [digital] technology. [We came to know] the right ways
of marketing methods online; [we also] got coaching money,
and a certificate from this Bali provincial government program.
(Interviewee AAS, male, 45 years old, has been working as a
wayang painter)

Another key finding was that the more agents interact with each
other, the more reflexivity they have. In other words, when there is
intensive communication and interaction among agents, they are able
to monitor each other’s actions to see whether they are in accordance
with previously set goals, which thus affects the social order (Cajaiba-
Santana 2014). In Kaliabu, the relationship between third sector
agents (activists) and other community members was strong, which in
turn “replaced” the role of the government in responding to their so-
cial needs. In this bottom-up process, the minimal role of government
was not a problem and the agents were able to encourage reflexive
interactions in developing the logo design community. This facilitated
new social practices and collective action. An interviewee mentioned
that this reflexivity was possible as this kind of social interaction has
long been a trend in the village:

My friend, who is a radio announcer, taught me how to design
logos (and later on I took other friends to join me). When
I was a kid, I studied here; this house was always full of peo-
ple, almost every night. The laptop was used 24 hours a day.
(Interviewee NIM, male, 32 years old, a logo designer since
2014)

It is worth noting that the need to learn intensively and collectively
among logo designers in Kaliabu is driven by the complexity of the dig-
ital work they are engaged. As explained, they did not have formal edu-
cation in design, meaning it fell on activists who already had knowledge
and experience to teach other people who want to be involved in logo
design. In addition, many logo designers, especially in the beginning,
did not have computers, so that they needed to work in groups and
share the equipment. They realized the benefits of digitalization, but
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they faced significant limitations in teaching due to lack of formal edu-
cation and poor English comprehension. Collective learning provided a
way to overcome such obstacles. As the agents had high reflexivity, the
activists believed their knowledge and benefits could be accumulated. As
an interviewee described:

We improve design skills not in college, but through meet-
ups, forums, also by inviting professional designers. The key
is [that we are] feeling satisfied yet curious [to know more].
(Interviewee AKB, male, 28 years old, a logo designer for six
years)

In contrast, social relationships in the Kamasan case do not appear
as strong, as the need to conduct collective learning to comprehend
digital technologies varied across the types of crafts produced. For
those crafters whose products are exclusively sold for religious pur-
poses, digital marketing was simply unnecessary. Regardless, the local
government still sought to promote the use of digital technologies in
these traditional businesses through training and various subsidies,
so as to boost their competitiveness. Sharing knowledge about digital
technologies occurred mainly within families, while communication
between crafters and other stakeholders was rather weak. As an inter-
viewee explained:

[We received] no advice from others; it is just myself who want
to use online marketing, no suggestions from friends either. So,
I just taught myself, and from high school I learned Photoshop,
too. I develop it myself first, tried doing it and [thus we] can in-
crease orders for wayang painting. (Interviewee SG, female, 24
years old, the child of a puppet painting craftsman)

We can only conclude that they learn by monitoring each other:
“other people use social media, so I ought to do that too.” Compared
with the Kaliabu case, the digital technology used in Kamasan is also
much simpler; collective learning is therefore not as urgent. It is clear
that such weak relationships do not result in either the reflexivity or so-
cial energy that leads to collective action among local communities. The
utility of digital commerce became widely accepted, but its adoption and
the learning processes surrounding it occurred individually.

To sum up, the categorization and aggregation of digitalization
agents differ in both cases and this affects the amount of social energy
available to promote collective learning (see Table 1). There are clear
factors that determine these differences, namely the types of eco-
nomic activities and the scope of digital tasks practiced. In Kaliabu,
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logo design—which is classified in the narrow scope of digital work—
requires higher digital literacy and skills than those in Kamasan,
where digital technology (social commerce/broad scope of digital
economies) is simpler (Bukht and Heeks 2017). When there are more
complex digital skills to be attained, the need to interact and develop
collective learning is greater. In Kaliabu, this yielded the emergence
of third sector activists, who had the ability to influence and make
bottom-up changes (Mulgan 2006).

Institutional Practices and Legitimation

As agents and reflexivity clearly differ between the two cases, digitali-
zation is institutionalized differently in both cases. The promotion of
digital technologies by agents who coordinate and communicate their
ideas with other agents stimulates collective action in society. However,
collective action differs dramatically between the two cases.

As the amount of social energy yielded by interactions between agents
differs, different institutional changes occur. In Kaliabu, institutional
changes are demonstrated by the establishment of a new organization,
which plays an important role in nurturing new rules and relationship
patterns with other stakeholders. Community members who became
activists formed this new organization, indicating an initial change in
the institutional arrangement. The Rewo-Rewo association was formed
in 2013, and it gained wide reception among the village society in 2015.
In the beginning, the association became a place for local community
members who were interested in logo design but had no access to com-
puters. This association created both online (Facebook group) and face-
to-face platforms, through which members could share knowledge and
experience about logo design. During this process, the association (i.e.,
the third sector agents) gained legitimacy by mainstreaming new jobs
and facilitating the emerging profession. The emerging “digital jobs”
were considered interesting and were sought after by wider groups, and
the position of the association was widely recognized as an important part
of the village. The association also set up rules for village residents who
wished to undertake logo design activities, stipulating that they need to
commit and maintain solidarity with each other in developing the logo
design community. This is supported by the Javanese wisdom of sharing:
“the more we share, the more we have” (see also Fahmi and Sari 2020).

In addition to this internal mechanism, logo designers who were
involved in the association communicated well with other people in the
village, including the Kaliabu village government. They regularly orga-
nized charity events and contributed to the renovation of social facilities
in the village. According to interviews, this was done as an effort to show
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that “the establishment of this forum can give benefits to the wider com-
munity in the village.” It can be reflected that through these events the
logo design community sought to obtain power in the village and build
legitimacy. This was necessary since the digital jobs that emerged as new
practices in the village might be regarded as inappropriate for the local
values. By doing these events the activists could show that the logo design
community could contribute to solving the village’s problems and thus,
their activities would be supported by the village government and the
whole village community.

In comparison, collective action did not occur in the same way in
Kamasan Village, as the adoption of social commerce was carried out
individually through assistance and promotion by the local govern-
ment. Nevertheless, in developing the program the government did not
always pay attention to specific needs of local businesses and communi-
ties. Rather, as explained previously, they provide a generic, “one-size-
fits-all” digitalization support to enhance entrepreneurial capacity. A
crafters association was formed deliberately by the Klungkung district
government for exhibition coordination purposes. However, this asso-
ciation did not play a significant role in promoting the use of digital
technologies among crafters. Competition and collaboration among
crafters occurred naturally, as they are neighbors and members of the
village community, but they did not strive to strengthen their weak ties.
Our interviews confirmed that the people in this village have not strug-
gled with digitalization in their businesses because they did not need to
improve their digital skills to use social commerce. As an interviewee
explained:

The association did not play a role. But when we receive a
lot of orders like this, for example, we get 20 large paintings
[orders], usually we can’t do this ourselves. [As such], I share
it with other crafters here. For the time being, we haven’t in-
vited and collaborated in the use of digital tools. By sharing
the orders and compensate with money [when we have a lot
of orders], we can give share the work [income], that’s it.
(Interviewee SG, female, 24 years old, the child of a puppet
painting craftsman)

Social commerce, like social media, is relatively easy to use. As such,
the adoption of social commerce occurred individually within each
craftsman’s family. “Legitimacy” is created indirectly, in that social com-
merce is widely used in the village community and this reflects public
recognition of the actions of agents who promote digital technologies
and new social practices among the local crafters. Nevertheless, our
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interviews confirmed that the new way of marketing indeed helped in-
crease demands from consumers and indirectly strengthened a longer-
standing practice of sharing orders. It can be concluded that the use of
social commerce did not significantly engender institutional changes in
Kamasan. Interactions between craftsmen are still largely limited to ex-
hibitions and subcontracting practices. Social commerce became widely
adopted and helped facilitate their businesses, but it did not shift rules
nor interactions among agents.

Our findings resonate with previous studies that identify top-down
initiatives as tending to be less effective at realizing social innovation
(Martens et al. 2020; Neumeier 2017). Different types of digital tech-
nologies and initiatives in digitalization yielded different institutional
changes in the rural communities that adopted digital technologies (see
Table 1). Due to limitations in rural areas, more complex digital literacy
and skills require collective learning, which more effectively stimulates
collaboration to overcome challenges. Apart from this, as reflected by
the Kaliabu case, institutional changes and legitimation were necessary
not only to solve common problems among the agents who did not have
sufficient digital literacy and skills and access to equipment but also to
convince society that their jobs and activities are not contrary to the local
values. In comparison, such institutional changes are not necessary in
Kamasan since the digital technology adopted is simpler and impor-
tantly, social control in the form of cultural values play a strong role in
maintaining existing practices.

Social Change

Social change is the outcome of social innovation and also the way in
which the community normalizes its new practices (see Bock 2012). To
examine the different social changes in the two cases, we should reflect
on their socio-cultural contexts. Kaliabu is situated within Javanese tradi-
tion, while Kamasan is an indigenous community with strong Balinese—
Hindu influences. This has implications for how agent actions control
and change social institutions and systems (Joshi and Carter 2015). We
found different social changes in both cases.

In Kaliabu, along with institutional changes and legitimation pro-
cesses, there was a significant change in social values and norms. The
emergence of logo design not only nurtured collaboration among peo-
ple who had lack access to digital equipment and knowledge but also
increased awareness of the village community across a broad spectrum
of people who do and do not participate in the activity. The logo design
association organized and sponsored social events, as confirmed through
interviews.

1pu0D pue SWS L 8L} 385 *[202/60/T0] U0 Aiq1TBuIUO A8|IM ‘Seiled - AiSIeAIN UBdO d1UBIPH AJ 8T¥ZT 0SNI/TTTT OT/I0p/W0d 8| 1M AReiq iUl uO//SANY WO papeojuMOq ‘Z ‘Z20Z ‘TEB0BYST

100" B |1

35LB01] SUOWLIOD BATES.D 3|ea1Ide 3 Ad PeuBAAD 316 SILE YO ‘38N 103N 10} AIGIT BUNIUO ABJIM UO



362 Rural Sociology, Vol. 87, No. 2, June 2022

We use money from the design logo community for social pur-
poses and activities, such as helping ease the bill of people who
are sick ... also helping the construction of schools and mosques

. and activities such as tours, iftar (break the fast) together,
and tutorial events. People who are not logo craftsmen are also
proud of the logo design community. This positive response is
because the community has contributed 38-50 million rupiahs
for the construction of a mosque. (Interviewee ABR, male, 39
years old, a logo designer for six years)

People are happy because the juvenile delinquency reduced by
90 percent; in the past there were many brawls, thieves, thugs,
and murders. (Interviewee AKB, male, 28 years old, a logo
designer for six years)

It is apparent that the new practices that have emerged from the
logo design community strengthen solidarity in the village commu-
nity. The community also obtained power which enabled their pres-
ence was welcome by other community members. However, some
interviewees highlight changes in social values and norms in a neg-
ative way, noting a decreasing sense of togetherness and disrespect
for parents. Many community members who work as logo designers,
especially young people, are seldom present at community services on
Sundays (kerja bakti) because they work at night, following the local
times of their consumers who are mostly from the United States and
Europe. These young people then pay other people to join the com-
munity service. In addition, many young people do not respect their
parents because they feel that they have better financial capabilities
and help their families with money, thereby shifting the power dynam-
ics in their relationships.

As many kids become logo designers, some see the [formal] ed-
ucation unimportant; even the relationships between children
and parents have worsen (due to materiality). An indication is
the relationship between children and parents, [in that] the
children have more income and they can contribute to family
finances, they often give to buy daily necessities. However, this
makes the children less polite and often argue against parental
orders. (Interviewee ABR, male, 39 years old, has been working
as a logo designer for six years)

In Kamasan, the use of social commerce does not appear to change
social norms and values. As previously explained, digital marketing using
social commerce increases demand and the practice of subcontracting
among crafters has strengthened. Nevertheless, the existing social system
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in this village has very strong social control over the actions of agents. There
are strong elements of social control in Hindu-Bali communities, such as
financial punishment for not participating in social and religious activities.
This has ensured the community retains its values and norms.

There are no changes, only when there is work done together;
the scope is still in the ‘banjar’ (smaller part of village commu-
nity), like mutual cooperation. [It is] the same, still the same.
Just like in the past, even though we use the internet, we are still
the same as before when we meet siblings, greet each other and
visit. Here in the village, we don’t depend on the internet for
our customs. If you do not participate in community services,
you will receive a fine from the banjar. (Interviewee TA, male, 23
years old, the child of a weaving fabric craftsman)

In brief, due to variances in reflexivity and social energy between agents
and agencies, digitalization generates different changes in social norms
and values in Kamasan and Kaliabu (see Table 1). Again, we conclude that
the scope of digital economies is the main determinant of this outcome,
as it greatly influences social and institutional practices. We also argue that
openness and cultural value determine how the new values and practices
instigated by digital technologies are blended with their existing social
norms. Social changes that occur in Kaliabu Village are driven by the char-
acteristics of a community that accepts change and is not subject to strong
measures of social control. Meanwhile, social control as well as the less in-
tensive use and impact of social commerce in Kamasan did not sufficiently
trigger new social practices among the community members.

Conclusion

We have investigated how digitalization influences social innovation in
rural communities. Digitalization provides various opportunities and
challenges for such communities (e.g., Salemink et al. 2017). As such,
it is important to consider how digital technologies do not create addi-
tional problems that contribute to persistent challenges in rural areas but
rather stimulate innovative practices for overcoming these challenges
(see Bock 2012; Bosworth et al. 2016; Trivelli and Berdegué 2019). The
cases of Kaliabu and Kamasan provide evidence for how differing scopes
of digital economies and digital technologies that have been adopted
as well as characteristics of local businesses and socio-cultural identities,
which influence the process and outcome of social innovation.

We found that the use of digital technologies in rural livelihood strat-
egies indeed stimulates new social and institutional practices in rural
areas. Our findings resonate with previous studies that demonstrate
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social innovation can happen due to collective action among agents (see
André et al. 2013; Cajaiba-Santana 2014). Affirming the agent-based
approach to social innovation, we found that the adoption of digital
technologies is pioneered by several agents, and then diffused more
widely within rural communities (see Marién and Prodnik 2014; Rogers
2003; Salemink et al. 2017). On the other side, it is clear that social inno-
vation is an institutional change and legitimation process, which eventu-
ally changes social systems and values (Cajaiba-Santana 2014). Related to
this, it is worth noting that the rural communities do not always welcome
the social changes that emerge from digitalization since these might not
align with the local values.

There are at least two important points that should be highlighted.
First, the scope of digital economies, or the complexity of digitalization,
determines institutional practices. As the scope of digital economies that
are adopted differs, the complexity of adoption and the digital literacy
and skills required for such processes also vary. Digital economies that
are more complex or narrower in scope require higher literacy and
skills. As rural communities disproportionally suffer from disadvantages
in digital inequality and inability, the use of more complex digital tech-
nologies is generally more problematic, particularly in the Global South
(Martens, Wolff, and Hanisch 2020; Neumeier 2017). Nevertheless, at
the same time, it provides room for expedited learning and urges them
to fight collectively. In other words, social innovation here is a form of
collective mechanism used to seize opportunities from digitalization and
survive vulnerability.

Second, power and social control play an essential role in the legit-
imation processes. Our case study in Kaliabu and Kamasan has shown
that complex digital economies stimulate reflexivity among agents,
which clearly helps in nurturing a social drive to learn new skills and
solve problems. In Kaliabu, the presence of third sector activists, who
actually originate from the village community itself, marks a unique
feature that determines how agents are reflexive and thus stimulate
the legitimation of new practices triggered by the use of digital tech-
nologies. These particular agents realized their role by forming a new
organization that set up rules for members and opened up commu-
nication with and recognition from the wider community. As such,
these activists gained power and build legitimacy within society. Social
values and norms were also reimagined alongside new institutional
practices. Cultural value clearly mediates this process, in that open-
ness and courage to change facilitates agents building legitimacy. In
comparison, although the role of government in promoting digitali-
zation in Kamasan opens up knowledge of the local communities and
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businesses, adoption of digital technology is done rather individually
and thus, it does not nurture reflexivity of agents. The strong social
control as an implication of the cultural value also limits the changes
in social systems.

We also pose that bottom-up initiatives, in a sense of using digital
technologies as “natural” needs in local community livelihoods, are
more effective ways of realizing collective learning and reflexive pro-
cesses among agents (Martens et al. 2020; Neumeier 2017). In com-
parison, top-down programs that are not tailor-made to specific needs
and contexts appear to be less effective in promoting benefits and
hindering negative effects of digitalization. In this respect, a relevant
policy implication would be the development of a conducive climate
which stimulates collective learning should instead be identified as
an aim and endorsed, so as to promote social innovation in rural
communities.

Although our case study considers differing conditions of digitaliza-
tion and main economic activities in rural areas that suggest a robust
generalization, each case has unique and strong cultural contexts that
might not always reflect other situations in the Global South. We thus
recommend comparing the specific contexts in which social innovations
pertain to. In addition, our case study also does not cover digitalization
in the agricultural sector, whereas it is still a main livelihood in many
rural areas. Further research could focus on social processes and out-
comes of other scopes of digital economies (e.g., the core digital sector)
as well as digitalization in farming communities.
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