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Abstract: The digital divide in rural areas is an important social issue, especially in developing
countries. Although Internet and broadband penetration have increased in the world generally, there
are many obstacles for rural China to get access to ICT (Information and Communication Technology)
and its services. The mobile platform is regarded as a novel and effective tool to reduce the digital
divide. Based on a case of one mobile platform, namely WeCountry in Chinese rural areas, this
study illustrates how a mobile platform bridges the digital divide and helps rural areas achieve social
inclusion. Results show that: (1) the mobile platform mainly acts on the digital capability divide
elimination, and it has to guide and increase users’ usage capability; (2) the mobile platform can
empower villagers in structural, psychological, and resource dimensions, achieving political inclusion,
social participation inclusion, and economic inclusion; (3) platform providers and government are
key organizations during the divide elimination process. This paper concludes with theoretical and
practical implications.
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1. Introduction

The digital divide is a social and economicissue that has gained significant interest in recent years [1-
3]. It refers to the disparity in access to and usage of information and communication technologies (ICTs)
between individuals, households, businesses, and geographic areas [3,4]. In developing countries,
digital divide in rural areas means that villagers lack access to Internet devices and opportunity to
use information service [5]. There are some reasons why rural areas might confront digital divide
compared with urban areas. The first reason is that the Internet and broadband infrastructures are
relatively backward or hard to penetrate in rural areas. The second reason is that rural villagers may
not afford a mobile device due to their low income. The third reason is that most of the villagers
are ill-educated and it’s hard for them to learn ICT skills [6]. Therefore, for rural residents, it is a
serious obstacle to get external information, keep external contacts, and maintain access to public
services [3]. It further results in rural hollowing, left-behind children, and empty-nest family issues,
and urban-rural disparity in income, education, and healthcare [5]. Therefore, it is vital to bridge the
digital divide in rural areas.

Studies show that the digital divide might cause political exclusion, social participation exclusion
and economic exclusion [7-9]. In rural China, the digital divide is reflected villagers’ limited access to
information, emotion, and resources. Traditionally, rural residents keep informed through trumpet and
bulletin from the village committee, and often miss important notifications. They participate in village
affairs through the top-down approach, and always have no rights in decision making. They also
have limited ways to communicate with others and can only build connections through face-to-face or
telephones. Some young and middle-aged villagers who work in cities don’t have sufficient channels
to contact their left-behind children or parents. In addition, villagers earn money mainly by farming or
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rely on basic living allowances. It is difficult for them to make the best of what they own to get out of
poverty. Therefore, villagers live in social exclusionary conditions [10-12]. Rural residents cannot fully
participate in political, social, and economic life and build their own socially and culturally relevant
connections and networks.

Social inclusion is regarded as a national desirable goal, which means that individuals can fully
participate in political, social and economic life [13]. Studies show that ICT is a new way to reduce the
digital divide, empower rural management in democratization and villager participation, promote
marginalized groups joining in society, and alleviate the poverty issue [1,14,15]. Particularly, the mobile
platform, making digital services available via mobile devices [16,17], is believed to give a great chance
to narrow the digital divide as an innovative ICT. The mobile platform connects multi-actors, providing
digital transaction and interaction service among actors [18,19]. However, studies show that only the
access of technology is insufficient to promote social inclusion outcomes [1]. It also has to consider the
usage and interaction between ICT and rural residents, the empowerment and benefits process, which
then result in users’ participation in society [11].

Enterprises, government, and other organizations play important roles in bridging digital divide
and achieve social inclusion via ICTs, such as information infrastructure establishment, finance
assistant, related supportive policy formulation, technology product design and training [3,20]. Their
ICT-enabled development approaches benefit a lot from their profession, abundant resource, and
practical capability. Existing studies mostly focus on the economic effect that ICTs bring about in
rural areas [5,21]. The investment in ICTs infrastructure and productivity improvement resulted from
information technology can contribute to income growth [22]. However, there are few studies focus on
political participation and social interaction effect in rural areas [1].

Nowadays, the mobile platform, with its advantages of low cost, portability, and connectivity, is
believed to give a great chance to narrow all political, social participation and economic divide and
achieve related social inclusion [23,24]. Through connecting multi-actors and integrating different
resources [18,19], the mobile platform can enhance transactional efficiency [25], facilitate interactions [26]
and promote community building [27]. Studies have shown that mobile platform not only eliminates
digital divide, but also play a vital role in communication and social participation. It can bring a sense
of belonging and group identity by effective self-disclosure, contributing to higher well-being [28].
Therefore, how the mobile platform can empower rural residents to better social inclusion is worthy to
be explored.

In this research, we consider the recent emergence of mobile platform in rural China, which is
regarded as an innovative method to empower villagers and improve the rural development from
digital divide to social inclusion. There are three questions addressed in this study:

(1) How does the mobile platform bridge digital divide in rural China?

(2) How does the mobile platform empower villagers and achieve social inclusion, especially in
political management and social participation?

(3) How is the process from digital divide to social inclusion driven by organizations?

The rest of the paper is organized into six sections. Following the introduction, we provide
a theoretical discussion of digital divide, mobile platform and social inclusion, and introduce the
empowerment as the theoretical lens. Then we conduct a case study on WeCountry, a mobile
platform used in rural areas, and illustrate the methodology. The subsequent section is a case
description, followed by the discussion. Finally, we conclude the paper by highlighting theoretical and
practical contributions.

2. Theoretical Background

2.1. Digital Divide

The digital divide is defined as “the gap between individuals, households, businesses and
geographic areas at different socio-economic levels with regard both to their opportunities to access
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ICTs and to their use of the Internet for a wide variety of activities” [6,29]. It can be broken down
into three levels. The digital access divide is the inequality of access to ICTs. It covers both hardware
as well as software access [4]. Low penetration of ICT in rural areas mainly causes this first-level
digital divide [11,14]. The digital capability divide is the difference in IT capability or computer
skill levels [30]. Low-educated, poorly literate rural residents with little experience in using ICTs are
easily marginalized [5,6,31,32]. The digital outcome divide is the inequality of outcomes of using IT,
such as the differences in economic gains, learning performances, regional development and other
benefits [3,4,33]. Most digital divide studies have focused on the digital access divide but there have
been few studies on the digital capability divide and the digital outcome divide [4].

Digital divide can cause three types of social exclusions: (1) political exclusion, which means
individuals or groups are excluded from exercising political and human rights [34]. WithoutICTs, people
cannot rapidly gain policy information, supervise government behavior, and vote in elections [35].
(2) Social participation exclusion relates to socially marginalized groups have limited ways to interact
with others in everyday life and take part in social activities [36]. ICTs, such as social media, provide
people with effective communication ways and promote information sharing [37]. Without its help,
individuals cannot share information conveniently and participate in the community event, especially
in online social context. (3) Economic exclusion: A disparity of ICTs contributes to the non-privileging
of less wealthy groups because they have no access to technology and better education, which may
contribute to unemployment and low income [7]. Bridging the digital divide is now given full
attention to facilitate the progress of communities and regions in both developed [38] and developing
countries [3].

In order to eliminate digital divide, many digital initiatives have emerged, and government,
enterprises, NGOs (non-governmental organizations), cooperatives, and other organizations are the
pioneers [7]. Governments formulate supportive policies and do investment in ICT infrastructure,
which provides leadership and affects the development, adoption, and management of ICTs in public
service [39]. NGOs and cooperatives put effort into some traditional activities such as self-building,
community wind farms, collective insurance [40]. Enterprises mainly focus on financial donation
and Internet-based application development against sickness and poverty in rural areas [3]. Because
of their advantages in providing leadership, policies and implementation, financial resources and
technical assistance [12], the access and adoption process of ICTs in rural areas can be guaranteed.

2.2. Social Inclusion

Social inclusion is “the extent that individuals, families, communities are able to fully participate
in society and control their own destinies” [41]. Social inclusion has three aspects. (1) Political inclusion
relates to a social group or individual citizen’s ability to be involved in political activities, such as
voicing their opinions, participating in democratic political decisions [35]. (2) Social participation
inclusion relates to the extent to which a group or an individual participates in society, in terms of
social interaction and interpersonal networks [35]. (3) Economic inclusion means people have plentiful
job opportunities and can be productively engaged in train and work, leading to economic growth and
poverty alleviation. The degree of participation in political democratization, social life and economic
activities determine people’s sense of belonging to society.

ICTs can enable various marginalized people to join an inclusive society [15]. For resettled refugees,
ICTs are viewed as a useful resource that provides settlement services, helps them be socially connected
and communicate effectively, and promotes their participation in a new resettled society [1,5]. For
communities during natural disasters, social media empowers them to achieve collective participation,
shared identification, and collaborative control [42]. In rural areas, it is also important that vulnerable
rural residents, such as rural children, older people, rural women, etc., learn about the usage of ICTs,
and that governments or firms take the lead in organizing inclusion-promoting projects [5].

It is worth mentioning that many scholars express that the pervasiveness or penetration of ICTs in
an information society does not achieve social inclusion directly [1,6]. That is, merely providing the
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technology infrastructure or devices is not sufficient to promote social inclusion [5]. Accessing to ICTs
is just the basis for social inclusion outcomes [35]. The focus is on the usage process and individual
users should be empowered by ICTs. For instance, by offering ICTs applications that meet users’ needs,
improving the usability and simplicity of functions, enhancing users’ technology skills [43], in order to
solve users’ problems by using ICTs in an adaptive manner [44].

2.3. Empowerment

Empowerment is a social development for the underprivileged, disadvantaged, or oppressed [45]
in gaining greater control, efficacy, and social justice [46]. There are three dimensions of empowerment.
(1) Structural empowerment is that power can be delegated to the powerless [47], namely improving
the institutional structural conditions (e.g., authority delegation) and removing barriers that impede
community access to information, opportunities and so on [42]. For example, changing policies or
practices against the uneven distribution of power and expand the level and area of involvement [48].
Another example is affording a ICT platform as a channel for marginalized people to acquire information
and voice their opinions [49]. (2) Psychological empowerment is a sense of meaning, self-determination,
and impact [50] by providing psychological and emotional support, and cultivate a supportive climate,
which can bring intrinsic motivation in production and life [1,42]. It focuses on the feeling of powerless
people and they feel in control of their own destiny. (3) Resource empowerment relates to the ability
to acquire, control, and manage resources, such as materials, capital, specialized knowledge and
skills [42]. The resource can belong to both individuals and communities. For the latter one, it will
motivate the collective behavior of all community members to manage and capitalize [51]. In this way,
powerless individuals can have the ability to earn money and improve their life [52].

ICTs can empower rural people to achieve improvements in their lives [53]. For example, ICTs
can hold much potential to empower rural women as helpers and enablers for family members [54].
The investment in rural broadband expansion can enhance local GDP growth [55]. The Alibaba’s
Taobao (e-commerce) Villages in remote China helps villages form an ecosystem and aid villagers’
self-development and promote economic growth [12,31]. The ICT-supported platform in eKutir
India progressively builds a self-sustaining ecosystem that can accelerate transformative change [22].
However, extant studies in rural development focus on the resource dimension of empowerment, and
less on the structure and psychological dimensions. The structural and psychological empowerment
in rural areas is crucial especially in terms of village management transparency, information
communication efficiency and a sense of emotional self-determination, which are worthy to explore.

2.4. Mobile Platform

Mobile platform is a software tool that integrates resources, and provides services and content
to support interactions and transactions among multiple sets of actors [56]. Mobile platform is
based on smartphones or other portable devices and has the advantages of mobilization, connection,
and interaction. It can deliver information accurately and promptly, facilitate interactions among
multi-actors [26] and promote community building [27]. There are different types of mobile platforms,
for example, transactional platforms serve as intermediaries between buyers and sellers [57], such as
the mobile payment platform, including Apple Pay and Kakaopay [58]. Communication platforms
support participants group communication, sharing and opinion expressions, such as social media,
including Facebook and WeChat [19]. Participative platforms attract customers to participate actively
in product improvement and to configure new service or business decision with the company together,
for example, a company motivate and invite customers to participate in new product R&D [25].

In rural areas, mobile platforms play an important role mainly as the transactional and
communication platforms. Although the majority of urban citizens can be connected to the Internet by
mobile phones, most rural citizens in developing countries can hardly access to information services.
Mobile platforms provide potential features or functionalities to overcome the barriers of distance
through mobile connectivity [6], increasing farmers” access to public and private information, as well
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as linking buyers and sellers, facilitating agricultural data collection and improving access to financial
services [59]. However, the mobile platform enabled ICT innovation in rural areas is relatively new
and yet has not been studied much in the academic field. With government and other organization
realize the value of the mobile platform and promote its application in rural areas, it is necessary to
research how this latest ICT application driven by organizations empowers villagers, especially in
structural and psychological aspects, and what effects it brings about.

Figure 1 shows the relationship of core concepts of our research.

Digital Divide | | Empowered by Mobile Platform ) | Social Inclusion

Figure 1. The Relationship among digital divide, social inclusion, empowerment and mobile platform.

3. Methodology

We adopt a case study methodology to study how mobile platform empowers rural development
from digital divide to social inclusion for the following reasons. First, we aim to uncover “how”
questions [60]. Adequate explanations and broader causal linkages that are deeply embedded in
complex contexts make case study a proper choice towards theory building. Second, the phenomenon
of our study is an emerging, intricate, and yet rare occurrence of an event that has begun to attract
academic attention [61]. Case study is very appropriate for such exploratory research.

3.1. Sample Selection

In this study, we focused on a mobile platform called WeCountry and its usage in Heze City,
Shandong Province, China. The location of Heze city in China can be seen in Figure 2. WeCountry
is a mobile portal built on the social software WeChat operated by Tencent since 2015. Each village
has its own entrance to the village service. With WeCountry, the village committee can publish policy
information and village affairs notice, and rural residents can directly receive it on the platform
and make comments. Besides, villagers can share their feelings with fellow villagers, and even sell
agriculture products to urban dwellers. WeCountry has brought about an enormous effect on rural
development. Up to now, there are more than 15,000 villages and 2 million villagers using the platform,
covering Shandong, Hunan, Guizhou, Sichuan, and nearly 20 provinces. In Heze City, WeCountry
works best in terms of the widest and active users’ participation in local rural areas compared with
other cities. The number of online villages accounts for nearly 90% and the villagers’ participation level
ranks top among all villages. Therefore, the usage of WeCountry in Heze City was a representative
case to interpret the research questions.
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Figure 2. The Location of Heze City in China.

3.2. Data Collection

We collected abundant materials from various data sources, including face-to-face interviews
and archival materials, which serve to form data triangulation. First-hand materials came from
in-depth interviews and informal interviews. We visited eight villages in Heze City in September
2017 and conducted 40 interviews, with 4 WeCountry staff, 13 government officials, 10 WeCountry
administrators, 8 members of village committee, and 29 villagers. All interviews were recorded and
transcribed to ensure data accuracy. We also collected second-hand materials include information in
WeCountry platform, internal materials of villages, social media materials, and academic materials.

3.3. Data Analysis

We began analyzing data as we collected it [62]. Depending on background information, broad
interviews, and related literature, we conceptualized the phenomenon and did the first-order coding.
We identified relevant concepts like digital divide, mobile platform, empowerment, social inclusion
as core model elements to guide our further data collection and case analysis. Then, we did the
second-order coding, including collecting initial interview data and organizing them to construct
and extend our theoretical lens. According to the theory of empowerment, we summarized the
narratives about WeCountry in table, and identify how it empowers villages, formatting the third-order
coding [63]. We attempted to search for and explicate the pattern of social inclusion that the mobile
platform realizes. Further, we identified which kind of organizations help this empowerment process
and what role do they play. The iteration of data collection and theoretical construction continues until
we believe that the theoretical lens was an accurate representation of eventual case data [60]. Then we
consistently ensured alignment between data, theory, and findings, including steps like confirming
and validating data, selective coding, and ensuring theory data alignment [64]. We used multiple
data sources (interviews, news report, and archival data) to ensure that the data was consistent [65].
Following the data coding guidelines, two researchers cooperated in data coding and arranging them
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into the identified set of themes. Our theoretical lens was improved during the recursively iterating
between existing theories, data, and the emergent model until theory-data-model alignment and
theoretical saturation have been reached [60].

4. Case Description

For a long time, Heze has long been an underdeveloped region. Located in a remote area with
inconvenient transportation, its economic development has been slower than the average level of
Shandong Province. In addition, there are a large of the rural population in Heze. Although there are
basic ICT infrastructures in Heze, most of the rural residents still have difficulties in accessing ICT
devices or services. For one thing, it’s difficult for them to afford a mobile phone due to their low
income. For another, most of them are ill-educated and there are many old people living in villages.
These people are lack of ICT skills and do not have much motivation to learn something new.

In Heze city, the digital divide is reflected in villagers” limited access to the Internet and their
lack of IT knowledge and skills. It can cause three main problems. The first problem is inefficient
information communication. Traditional policy delivery methods are top-down, by oral communication
and broadcast. Villagers cannot receive notification and related solutions promptly and may miss
some important notice from the village committee, a self-organization which is in charge of village
management. It is also difficult for them to voice their opinion on their village development and take
part in the village affairs’ decision making. Therefore, villagers show low participation in village
management and suffer alienation from the village manager.

The second problem is mental deprivation. For most villagers, they engage in physically productive
activities such as farming, breeding, and handcrafting. They are exhausted with the heavy labor work
but have limited ways, such as face-to-face or telephone conversation, to communicate, share feelings,
and relieve pressure. Besides, many empty-nest families exit and there is lack of effective and prompt
approaches for migrant parents to contact their children and express their missing. Therefore, villagers
cannot fully interact with family members and fellow villagers and gain enough emotional support.

The third problem is high poverty. Local villagers are engaged in agriculture, and have little
opportunities in employment, leading to low income and living conditions. Young and middle-aged
villagers began to out-migrate to the city for better jobs, which results in rural hollowing and exacerbates
rural distress. Therefore, rural residents cannot fully participate in political, social, and economic life
and build their own socially and culturally relevant connections and networks.

4.1. From Digital Divide to Mobile Platform Access

In order to solve the rural problems caused by the digital divide, the government in Heze
City tries to seek help from ICTs practices. In December 2016, a report about an innovative mobile
platform implementation, namely WeCountry, in rural areas was published in People’s Daily, the most
authoritative and popular newspaper in China. This report recorded how WeCountry had brought an
enormous change in some impoverished villages in China, especially in terms of information, emotion,
and resource exchanges. Inspired by this report, the government in Heze City became aware that
WeCountry could also work in their village. According to the government official interviewee 1:

We are always thinking about how to use ICTs to improve our rural areas. Although several
years ago we tried rural e-commerce, we came across bottleneck thinking as to what are the
next directions of our rural development. The report in People’s Daily enlightened us that
we can switch to a new point in village management and emotional communication as well
as economy.

The government organized an investigation into certain villages that had successfully implemented
WeCountry, such as Tongguan village in Guizhou Province. After they assured that WeCountry was
deserved to put into practice in their own rural villages, they made supportive policies, built an
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implementation system, and called on grassroots leaders to participate in WeCountry adoption and
usage. Interviewee 2, one of the governmental officials, recalled their practices:

In 2017, our municipal government set WeCountry as a new strategical approach to poverty
alleviation. In the annual governmental work report, we put forward that we would
have to generalize WeCountry to at least 100 villages. In order to achieve the goal, the
government at all levels, from city to local villages, had to report and assess the rate of the
generalization process. Well-behaved regions would be praised while ill-behaved regions
would be criticized.

We also called on grassroots leaders to advertise WeCountry. Villagers got access to WeCountry
by specific QR code. Thus, our members of the village committee were mobilized to print
the QR code and deliver it to fellow villagers from door to door or in public place. It was
very useful because these grassroots leaders have high prestige. Most villagers trusted them
and would scan a QR code and get access to WeCountry.

Tencent, as the platform provider, also played an important role in helping villagers access to
WeCountry. Some of ICT experts who had WeCountry operation experience came to visit Heze City
and guided related implementation work. Considering villagers were in poor economic conditions
and may have difficulties in possessing smartphones, Tencent was also sought for certain enterprise
resources, as well as China Mobile and ZTE Corp, as mobile telecom operators and mobile device
providers. Mobile device providers offered villagers mobile phones at discount or even for free, and the
mobile telecom operator built mobile communication base stations, guaranteeing the mobile service
provision. According to interviewee 3, the leader of WeCountry expert team:

Our team consisted of public-spirited people. We devoted to China’s poverty reduction
from 2009 and put much effort in rural development. In 2015, we found that the mobile
platform may be an innovative and effective way to bridge digital divide, leveraging the
advantages of Internet. Thus, we contact positively with the local government, villages,
and enterprises, and want to help rural areas by collective power, no matter the capital,
experience, or policy aspects.

4.2. The Use of Mobile Platforms and Empowerment

WeCountry provides villagers with more than 20 functions, which can be divided into three
functional types: village information management, affective interaction, and e-commerce. In
village information management functions, the village committee can publish information, including
government information (e.g., policy, notice) from superior government, village affairs information
such as rural daily collective activities, financial information such as compensation, project funds,
salary payment, and fees related to villagers” production and life. Rural residents can receive the
information timely, make comments, and also raise their doubts and questions in the corresponding
information or directly ask the village secretary. When the village committee receives different opinions
about decisions, they will give feedback very soon.

Take A Village as an example, it was in a coal mining collapse area and local villagers can
receive compensation for living losses. The village committee takes responsibility for informing each
village about it. However, before using WeCountry, compensation information was not publicly and
transparent, resulting in villagers” dissatisfaction to the village committee. Since WeCountry came into
use, the situation has been improved. As interviewee 4, the WeCountry administrator in A Village said:

On March 12, 2017, the next day that we used WeCountry, I posted detail information about
compensation, including government policy on the compensation standard. There were 731
villagers that click this message, 98 people made comments, 85 people participated in giving
a mark. Many villagers told us that they were very satisfied with this practice and thought
that they can receive what they deserved.
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Interviewee 5, a village secretary in A Village, also described the changes that happened after he
used WeCountry:

Many villagers inquired me on WeCountry nowadays. Although I am busy at work, I check
WeCountry every night before sleep. Our villagers cared about issues healthcare, minimal
assurance, requisition of land, party building and collective activity that are very close to
their life. Thus, I have made the promise that I have to reply to villagers within 24 hours and
solve the problems.

Affective interaction functions allow villagers to share their life and emotion on the platform
and fellow villagers can favorite it and make comments to it. Interviewee 6, the women’s director
of E Village, is one of the typical villagers that psychologically empowered by WeCountry. Before
WeCountry, her life was very simple and tedium. The main thing that she did in daily life was to
take care of aged people in a nursing home. Since she begun to use WeCountry, she has a method to
broaden her horizons and know the outside world. She has more self-determined actions to make her
life become abundant and interesting. As she said:

Nowadays, I always walk around in our countryside and find some meaningful things
proactively, such as beautiful scenery in picking garden or farm work in farmland. I will take
photos, edit some words, and post them on WeCountry. Lots of fellow villages “like” my
messages and interact with me actively.

For some migrant villagers, the affective interaction functions connect them with their families
living in the hometown. Through WeCountry, they can keep up with the latest news on their village,
alleviating homesickness and the sense of separation. Migrant parents can know their children’s
education environment and follow study performance better. Besides, parents can post questions on
the platform and contact with school headmasters or teachers directly. For “left-behind” children, it is
vitally necessary for their parents to obtain educational information and communicate with schools.
As interviewee 7, the village secretary of D Village mentioned:

Our village is a hollow village. Most young and middle-aged people migrate to urban cities
to make money. I appeal to them to join WeCountry. Not only can they see everything
happening in the village, but also interact with villagers. Especially for migrant parents,
they can hardly fully participate in their children’s education and growth. I told them to use
the school and the home’s connection function. They can see each notification published by
the school.

E-commerce functions promote agricultural products transaction. Villagers are encouraged to
sell agricultural products or handicrafts in WeCountry and create income. The whole village can
participate in this process, including find available supplies, design logos, package products, upload to
the e-commerce platform, and manage online sales, logistics, and after-sale services. Interviewee 8, the
village secretary of C Village, illustrates the practice of selling products with pride:

Our village does best in selling agricultural products among all the villages in our district.
We sell green beans, pears, apples, grapes, peaches, garlic, turtles. So far, online sales have
been more than tens of thousands of yuan. Many urban residents told us that the pears really
tasted good. Our Town helps us establish a cooperative and unified brand to centralism
management and sales. Besides, we look for professional designers to design our products’
logo and pack. There are also some villagers responsible for writing an advertisement and
posting on the platform.

C Village also makes full use of its planting industry as a countryside scenery. So far, it has already
held the pear flower festival and other cultural tourism festivals, which appealed to lots of city dwellers
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and caused a great sensation. In the next year, C Village plans to hold the rose festival, with the aims
of building their brand of countryside tourism, attracting residents from other villages or cities, and
increasing local income.

4.3. The Achievement of Social Inclusion

For WeCountry’s better usage, each village selected at least one WeCounrty administrator from
common villagers, who in charge of identity verification, content regulation, and trouble solution. Under
Tencent experts” guidance, local government organized usage training for WeCounrty administrators
regularly. WeCountry administrators were mainly responsible for training aged or undereducated
villagers who have difficulties in using mobile phones and cultivated their ICT capabilities. Statistically,
by the end of 2017, there had been 220 training courses and more than 36 thousand villagers were
trained in Heze City.

Moreover, in order to stimulate villagers” participation, Tencent established an activeness rank
system for villages on the home page, called WeCountry Index. It depended on a village’s mobile
platform activeness, namely, how many villagers and how often did they interact on WeCountry. The
rank of villages was visible to all online villagers, and it would stimulate villager usage for higher
rank because of their sense of collectivity in their own village. Top villages in WeCountry Index would
be rewarded a bonus, and typical representative villages publicized nationwide. Interviewee 6 in E
Village talked about her extremely focus on WeCountry Index:

I am very active in WeCountry. Every night, I stay up to twelve o’clock and update the
WeCountry to check whether my village was rated as the most active village in the past day. 1
feel very excited if my village ranks first among all villages because I contribute to it. I think
itis a very honorable and fulfilling thing.

The government takes WeCountry Index as assessments of their subordinate governments in ICTs
generalization work. Every day, cadres of subordinate governments have to report to the superior
government about the current WeCountry implementation situation, assess and provide improved
implementation plans. Up to the end of 2017, there had been 5151 villages using WeCountry and about
1.78 million villagers certificated in this platform, which was the most among all Chinese cities. On the
WeCountry Index, Heze City ranked first most of the time in 2017. Due to the successful practice and
favorable effect, Heze City was regarded as a good example in ICT usage for other cities learning from.

Villagers in Heze City expressed their achievements benefited from WeCountry. Interviewee 9 in
H Village said WeCountry improved their village management to a large extend:

(With WeCountry) It is more convenient for us to participate in village management.
Originally, the village committee only posted notifications on the bulletin board or we
have to ask them face to face. With WeCountry, we can receive announcements directly on
the platform. It is so convenient that without leaving home, we villagers can know what
happened in the countryside.

One villager interviewee 10 in E village, who was also as WeCountry administrator in her village,
acknowledged the economic benefit that villagers can get from WeCountry, but she regarded that a
more abundant spiritual life that WeCountry brought changed villagers most:

As a WeCountry administrator, I contact with my fellow villagers almost every day. They
mostly use WeCountry for information acquisition, sharing and make money. Poverty
is a major problem that we faced nowadays, and WeCountry provides a channel for we
villagers to turn an extant rural resource into money. Many villagers can show their particular
workmanship or plants online and achieve earnings.

However, during the process I teach them using WeCountry, I find that the biggest change
is that they can broaden their horizon, know what happened outside of the village, and
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even participate in online social interaction activities. Especially for aged or undereducated
people, WeCountry is really a good platform for them to see the outside world and make
connections with people through the Internet.

5. Discussions

5.1. Mobile Platform Bridges Digital Divide through Three Types of Functions

According to our analysis, the mobile platform bridges digital divide in rural areas through three
types of functions, namely village information management, affective interaction, and e-commerce,
which can be classified into corresponding platforms. The village information management platform
changes the information delivery structure and provides a channel for common villagers to acquire
information and communicate with grassroots leaders. For the Chinese government and village
committee, it is important for remoted village community management. It improves villagers’
participation in rural management by guaranteeing information transparency and interactions between
villagers and government. The affective interaction platform allows rural residents to share their
thoughts, ideas, feelings with word and photos. It connects all villages tightly, no matter they live
in the countryside or not, giving rise to a sense of togetherness and collective energy. Especially for
migrant parents, they can also take part in their childrens” education. The agricultural e-commerce
platform provides a channel to link rural areas to urban areas and empowers villagers by facilitating
the capitalization and development of the local resource. During traditional products or handicrafts
transaction on the platform, local villagers learn how to choose or create valuable products, leverage
new ICT to make these resources capitalized, and promote the flow of funds from cities to villages,
contributing to job opportunities and income growth in rural areas.

The reason why these three types of platforms bridge digital divide in rural areas is they meet
the villagers” needs preciously and in line with the current rural situations in terms of inefficient
information communication, mental deprivation and high poverty. According to the theory of digital
divide, the digital capability divide, related to ICT capability or users’ ability to use ICT [4], is a more
important part that ICT acts on. But existing studies tend to study digital capability divide from
the perspective of users. They point out that users’ skills and experience in using ICTs determine
their usage ability. Under this circumstance, users’ education and work conditions are significant [4].
However, we find that ICTs should also play a key role in increasing users’ usage ability. Well-designed
functions and friendly interaction interfaces can promote users’ usability and satisfaction. In our
case, WeCountry provides three kinds of platforms matching well with villagers” need. Moreover, the
platform has gone through at least three big iterations and numerous small changes. The goal is to
provide practical and facilitate functions for rural residents.

5.2. Three Types of Empowerments Achieving Social Inclusion Outcomes

From digital divide to social inclusion, three types of mobile platforms mainly empower villagers
through structural, psychological and resource empowerment. The interaction between villagers and
these functions facilitate village information, emotion, local assets, and capital resources transferred
transparently and quickly among members of village commitment, ICT administrators, migrant and
non-migrant villagers, and urban residents. In structural empowerment, the information barriers are
broken, and the information flow among governments, grassroots leaders and villagers transferred
transparently and quickly. Villagers have the power to be engaged in village politic management and
express their opinions. can enhance the villagers’ trust in the village committee and contribute to
protecting the villagers’ rights and interests, so as to arouse villagers” enthusiasm in rural management
and promote political inclusion. In psychological empowerment, emotional sharing and daily
communication are not limited to location, thus villagers can participate in virtual activities and enlarge
their social life, especially helping alleviate the sense of isolation and alienation for migrant villagers.
In resource empowerment, villagers have access to agricultural assets, sell them and gain money
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with the help of mobile platforms, solving problems of poverty. That is, through three empowerment
dimensions, mobile platforms help villagers participate in village management, social activities and
income growth, achieving political inclusion, social participation inclusion, and economic inclusion.

In these three empowerments, existing studies regard economic development as the main way to
solve rural problems, which emphasize on the resource empowerment [12,31]. Although economic
income is essential to rural residents, which is equated to material life, villagers’ political and spiritual
lives are also important [66]. Corresponding to the rural current situations, inefficient management,
and mental deprivation, we identify another two kinds of empowerment, structural and psychological
empowerment. These two empowerments are especially significant for rural China and have to be
paid close attention to. The essence of empowerment is to combine technology design with users’ need,
and to stimulate villagers to have the willpower to achieve a better life through ICT usage.

5.3. The Roles of Organizations Enabling Villages from Digital Divide to Social Inclusion

Mobile platform cannot effectively empower villagers itself, which requires the joint efforts of
mobile device providers and mobile telecom operators, platform providers and government, especially
the latter two, which play significant roles in eliminating digital capability divide.

The platform provider serves as the usage trainer and motivator. Specifically, platform providers
provide ICT training for users, set usage rule and assessment system to guide and stimulate users’
participation. Tencent held training classes in WeCountry usage and management skill.

The government plays as policy-maker and organizer. As we all know, the main aim of
policy-makers has been to minimize regional disparities. For Heze City, rural hollowing and left-behind
children issues are serious, and the economy level ranks at the bottom of Shandong Province. In early
2017, enlightened by the mobile platform, the local government decided to use WeCountry to improve
rural management and increase GDP. Besides, the application of the mobile platform was listed into
the government work report to emphasize its significance and selected the Yuncheng County as a trial.
The government, with its politic authority and strong executive system, formulates supportive policy
and promotes the popularization of mobile platforms in rural areas.

In Figure 3, we summarize our findings of how mobile platform empowers villages and eliminate
digital divide.

Context:
Rural Areas in Developing Countries

Empowerment

resource exchange among
villagers and urban residents

Structural: Information flow
among government, grassroots Social Inclusion
Digital divide Mobile Platform leade: 1 village i
Incf < inf . Vill f . caders and villagers * Village management
eflicic atiof . age >rmation . . "
neflicient information illage information Psychological: Emotion sharing transparency and efficiency
'~\‘1‘"““‘l"“'\"“"" "\‘“lf“l‘:""‘"' among migrant and non- *  Virtual social participation
Mental depriva . ective interac
”"’“‘ deprivation Al ulll ¢ mll;vrdll‘ﬂ migrant villagers enhancement
oh BOverty e Asricultural E-c crce
1gh poverty Agricultural E-commerce Resource: village and capital *  Economic growth

N\

Organizations
Platform provider: sct

Organizations
Government: make
supporting policies
Platform provider
Mobile device provider
Mobile telecom operator

Organizations
Platform provider:

incentive system online
provide usage guidance

. Government: assess
Government: organize

and stimulate usage

usage tramning

Figure 3. How Mobile Platform Empowers Villagers to Eliminate Digital Divide.
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6. Conclusions

This paper presents a revelatory case whereby a mobile platform eliminates digital divide and
empowers villagers to social inclusion. With the advantages of information transparency, emotion
interaction, and resource transaction, the mobile platform connects local government, village committee,
farmers, migrant villagers and urban citizens. It provides three types of functions: village management,
affective interaction, and e-commerce, corresponding to structural empowerment, psychological
empowerment, and resource empowerment. There are three dimensions of social inclusion that can be
achieved, namely political inclusion, social participation inclusion, and economic inclusion.

During the digital divide elimination process, two organizations, platform providers and
government play a part in it. Platform provider provide practical and friendly functions and
help users improve their skills through training. Further, it sets an incentive system and regulation to
guide villagers” high participation. Government serves as the policymaker and organizer, and enhance
the divide elimination by formulating policies and ensuring the ICT implementation.

6.1. Theoretical Implications

First, as a new ICT application in rural areas, mobile platforms can narrow the digital divide
and provide for villagers with various functions in terms of village management, emotion interaction,
and e-commerce, which solve traditional rural problems, such as inefficient village management,
mental deprivation, and high poverty. Second, mobile platforms mainly act on the capability divide
elimination. The key is to combine technology design with rural needs and stimulate villagers’
willpower. Third, empowerment is multidimensional. Although many scholars focus on the resource
dimension, it is necessary to study the structural and psychological dimensions, for these two are also
important parts in rural development.

6.2. Practical Implications

First, a good ICT application must attract users and keep users as long as possible. This requires
ICT providers to investigate repeatedly, fully understand users’ need and design practical functions.
Further, setting suitable participation rules and incentives can guide users as well as increase their
enthusiasm and loyalty. Second, for China, the top-down approach for government is an effective way
in ICT application popularization, implementation, and development. From the experience of Heze
municipal government, the WeCountry used in the local village works better than other regions, which
can be learned by other governments. We hope to see that government interference can stimulate
the endogenous power of rural villagers and let them use ICTs spontaneously and sustainably in the
future. However, whether rural villagers can use ICTs spontaneously without government interference,
it could be a long-term study and deserves to be discussed in future.
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