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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: Modern digital public spaces are evolving from being mostly the 
provider of ICT and internet connection to institutions that provide complex 
range of services and support for the community. With this shift in their focus 
new challenges are emerging, among others their sustainability. 

Methodology/Approach: We build on and extend the methodology of Digital 
Cooperatives project. Within this project, survey on 59 digital public spaces from 
12 EU countries was conducted. These digital public spaces were examined in 21 
areas, some of them relating to their sustainability. We further analyse the 
sustainability issue of these digital public spaces. 

Findings: We identified three main issues affecting sustainability of digital 
public spaces – budgeting, services and community. Digital public spaces mostly 
rely on public funding and have limited diversification of their funds, which 
increases a risk when one source of funding drops out. They also have to build a 
strong community of users, supporters, which will make use of their capacities 
and helps co-create new services and thus strengthen and improve the community 
itself. 

Originality/Value of paper:  Research in this paper is based on the collection of 
best practices from various EU countries in the field of digital public spaces. 
Recommendations based on these practices could help the creation of new, and in 
current digital public spaces. 

Keywords: digital public space; sustainability; budgeting, innovative digital 
public space 
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1 INTRODUCTION  

Nowadays, digital public spaces, or telecentres, are facing new challenges. With 
the evolution of ICT and shifts in people’s and community’s needs, modern 
digital public spaces are evolving. They used to be mostly the provider of ICT 
and internet connection, but now they have to transform into institutions that 
provide complex range of services and support for the community. 

Digital public spaces or telecentres “present a huge opportunity for extending 
ICT access to rural communities in a flexible manner” (Mayanja, 2007). These 
digital public spaces are “established in many countries as a means of providing 
access to information and communication technologies (ICTs) in order to 
enhance community development” (Bailey and Ojelanki, 2009,  p.1). 
“Telecentres are a physical space that provides public access to information and 
communication technologies, notably the Internet, for educational, personal, 
social, and economic development” (Reilly and Gómez, 2001, p.1). 

Modern innovative digital public spaces have to overcome traditional definitions 
(e.g. Reilly and Gómez, 2001, p.1; Masiero, 2011, p.1 or Oestmann and Dymond, 
2001, p.3), thus have to be more than physical centres providing ICT’s and 
connectivity for all kinds of personal/community development. “Telecentres are 
being established in communities with the objective of improving social and 
economic development and the empowerment of citizens” (Bailey, 2009, p.1). 
They have to be primarily implementers of community’s needs. 

Nowadays, as stated by Campbell (2001, p.124) “consensus reigns on the fact 
that investment in human capital has become a more significant source of wealth 
creation than investment in land or physical capital. If the digital divide is 
represented by uneven access to ICT inputs and outputs, then a widening digital 
divide could lead directly to a widening economic divide between industrialized 
and developing countries.” The issue of digital public spaces, or telecentres, is 
closely related to digital divide defined by Tiene (2002, p.211) or Campbell 
(2001, p.124); or described trough skills and usage of ICT by Van Dijk and 
Hacker (2003, pp.323-324). Also Abdulwahab and Dahalin (2010, p.268) stated 
that “the conception of Telecentre is a proven essential tool for addressing the 
digital divide by providing the unserved and or underserved populations access to 
ICT resources that could not have been afforded privately”. According to 
Oestmann and Dymond (2001, p.1) “Telecentres have considerable potential for 
narrowing the digital divide in remote, rural and otherwise disadvantaged 
communities.”  

With this shift in focus of digital public spaces, or telecentres, new challenges are 
emerging, among others their sustainability. Telecentres are expected to be 
sustainable in the long term as their socio-economic impact and the opportunity 
cost of alternative modes of delivery are realised. Thus, almost all telecentres 
involve public/government support, but with an eye to eventual self-
sustainability. Most also charge for their services, but not always at full cost. 
(Oestmann and Dymond, 2001, p.8) Moreover, “telecentres must continually 
adapt to their specific local contexts if they are to be sustainable” (Bailey, 2009, 
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p.12). Purpose of this paper is to address the issues affecting sustainability of 
current digital public spaces in their evolution to modern innovative ones. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

Methodology of this paper is based on INTERREG IVC project Digital 
Cooperatives (acronym E-COOP). Within this project, partners from 12 
European Union countries conducted a study on digital public spaces in 21 areas 
during 2013-2014 period. These areas covered all features and characteristics of 
digital public spaces from their innovation, planning, citizenship involvement to 
their sustainability in order to provide relevant stakeholders and policy makers 
policies in developing and implementing of “E-COOPS”, new innovative model 
of digital public spaces based on digital mediation, deeper involvement of 
citizens and other stakeholders, co-building new and innovative e-services with 
users and actively encouraging creative projects through a more dynamic and 
cooperative environment. 

The study was conducted on 59 digital public spaces from 12 EU countries, from 
which 41 were fully described and evaluated. For our analyses we reduced our 
sample to 36 digital public spaces because some of the practices provided 
insufficient information. Moreover, for the purpose of our analysis, we divided 
these digital public spaces to: 

• Physical and Web-based; 

• Traditional and Other. 

Distribution of the sample can be seen in Table 1 and 2. We have to note, that 
under the term of Traditional digital public spaces we understand physical places 
that provide not only ICT and internet connection, but also variety of courses, 
information and services for their users or for the community. 

Table 1 – Sample distribution on Physical and Web-based digital public spaces 

Country Physical Web-based Summary 

Finland 
 

1 1 

France 3 2 5 

Greece 3 1 4 

Hungary 3 1 4 

Italy 3 
 

3 

Poland 3 2 5 

Romania 
 

1 1 

Slovak Republic 1 4 5 

Spain 3 1 4 

Sweden 
 

1 1 

UK 2 1 3 

Summary 21 15 36 
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Table 2 – Sample distribution on Traditional and Other digital public spaces 

Country Other Traditional Summary 

Finland 1 
 

1 

France 5 
 

5 

Greece 2 2 4 

Hungary 3 1 4 

Italy 1 2 3 

Poland 4 1 5 

Romania 1 
 

1 

Slovak Republic 5 
 

5 

Spain 1 3 4 

Sweden 1 
 

1 

UK 1 2 3 

Summary 25 11 36 

3 RESULTS 

Budget of the digital public space is one of the key elements of its sustainability. 
We examined percentage of public funding on total budget of digital public 
spaces and number of funding sources. Under public funding we understand all 
kind of public resources that digital public spaces receive through various types 
of projects from European Union, government and local authorities; and other 
projects funded by other organizations (e.g. NGOs), local sponsors etc. We also 
have to note, that membership fees and gifts are considered as one source of 
funding regardless of the number of members and donors. Moreover, if digital 
public spaces had more than 20 different sources of funding, we assigned them 
number 20 as their number of sources. 

We can see that budget of almost all Physical digital public spaces consists only 
from public funding (Figure 1) and is diversified from 1 to 3 sources (Figure 2). 
On the other hand, dependency on public funding among Web-based ones is less 
distinct, though their number of funds is also relatively low. 
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Figure 1 – Box-plot of percentage of public funding in Physical and Web-based 
DPSes 

 

Figure 2 – Box-plot of number of funding sources in Physical and Web-based 
DPSes 

When we take into account the division on Traditional digital public spaces and 
Other, we can see that 9 of 11 Traditional ones depend solely on public funding 
(Figure 3). Other digital public spaces also depend mainly on public funding. 
Number of budget sources is similar in both groups (Figure 4). 
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When we consider the whole sample, 25 digital public spaces are dependent 
solely on public funding (Table 3). Only 2 of them diversify their sources 
extensively, i.e. in their case they run more than 20 projects. On the other hand, 
only 3 digital public spaces do not use public funding and largely diversify their 
sources.  

Table 3 – Contingency table of percentage of public funding and number of 
funding sources 

Number of funding sources    
Percentage of public funding 1 2 3 4 5 6 20 Summary 

0 1 3 
    

3 7 

60 
 

1 
     1 

75 
 

1 
     1 

88 
    

1 
  1 

90 
 

1 
     1 

100 16 3 1 2 
 

1 2 25 

Summary 17 9 1 2 1 1 5 36 

         

 

Figure 3 – Box-plot of percentage of public funding in Traditional and other 
DPSes 
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Figure 4 – Box-plot of number of funding sources in Traditional and other 
DPSes 

4 CONCLUSION 

In this paper we analysed 36 practises identified within the INTERREG IVC 
Digital Cooperatives project from the perspective of their sustainability. In order 
to survive, new innovative model of digital public spaces have to be developed. 
These new digital public spaces have to be based on digital mediation, deeper 
involvement of community and co-building innovative and creative e-services. 

We identified three main issues affecting sustainability of current digital public 
spaces – budgeting, services and community. Majority of digital public spaces 
rely mostly on public funding and have limited diversification of their funds. 
25 of analysed practises are dependent solely on public funding, 16 of them 
actually have only one source of funding.  

Future innovative digital public spaces also have to build a strong community 
around them, which will help co-create new innovative services and thus 
strengthen and improve the community itself. From our point of view, these 
spaces will have to be combination of Physical and Web-based centres and will 
have to be Traditional (as defined for the purposes of this paper). As seen on 
published figures and tables, Web-based digital public spaces have lower 
dependency on public funding and use more sources of funding. On the other 
hand, in our opinion, these spaces do not create such cohesive and dedicated 
community as Traditional and Physical centres. 

Next generation innovative digital public spaces will have to reduce dependency 
on public funding and diversify sources of their funding, or at least strongly 
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diversify their public funds (e.g. running several EU or domestic projects as seen 
in some cases). Some innovative approaches seen in our sample included crowd-
funding, volunteering, combining digital public space with incubator, or mixed 
business – non-profit approach. 

Paper contributes to the existing body of knowledge by research based on the 
collection of best practices from various EU countries in the field of digital 
public spaces. Recommendations presented in this paper could help the creation 
of new, and in current digital public spaces. 
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