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Abstract  
This paper examines the lack of technological advancement in rural communities, specifically 
in its relation to local small businesses. The purpose of the research is equip local economic 
developers in small and rural communities with the tools to enhance local businesses through 
greater implementation of technology. Moreover, primary and secondary research was used 
to gather research. Compared to its urban counterpart, rural municipalities are facing great 
difficulty in attracting and retaining businesses due to lack of or poor quality access to 
internet. This paper encompasses the importance of broadband internet to Canada as whole 
because as a society we are connected online more than before. Furthermore, having the 
ability to connect with individuals across greater geography will allow small businesses in 
small and rural communities to reach greater audiences and thrive. The paper measures 
success based on a community and business’s ability to adopt and adapt to technological 
advancements. In addition, recommendations are offered on how to integrate technology into 
rural businesses to ensure there is equal opportunity for success for all Ontarian despite 
geographic location. All recommendations provided however hold no value if broadband 
internet access is not available, it is imperative for businesses, communities and all levels of 
government to invest in rural areas and ensure that broadband is deemed an essential service.   

Introduction 
There is a digital divide between urban and rural areas within Canada. This divide is creating 
extreme loss of opportunity and growth for these areas. As broadband internet has become an 
essential right, it is of increasing importance to ensure each municipality is giving the right 
resources to continue to grow and innovate. The research conducted is in effort to determine 
best suitable practices to help businesses in rural communities with the use of technology. 
 
The group experienced limitations regarding best practices from rural community members. 
At the annual EDCO conference, round table discussions were facilitated to gain 
understanding of the issue and how individuals and communities are dealing with technology 
or lack thereof was revealed. However, much of the conversation focused on the issue to 
what was wrong but little offered how others are resolving the issue of technology in rural 
communities, specifically as a tool for success for small businesses.  

Methodology 
Research was conducted through a series of primary and secondary research. A large portion 
of our findings were uncovered through scholarly literature reviews as well as articles which 
assisted in background knowledge and statistics of data. Alongside literary reviews, primary 
research was conducted through round-table discussion facilitated with the Ontario Economic 
Development Conference. This facilitated discussion allowed opportunity for a question and 
answer period with leading economic development professionals throughout Ontario. This 
experience allowed us with the opportunity to fully understand challenges faced with 
professionals in the area who are currently working on solutions to combat these concerns. 
This process added an application based approach to our already existing research. 



Results/Findings 

 
 
Figure 1: (CIRA 2016) This chart captures broadband availability across the country. The 
chart divides Canada into four regions: Large population, Medium population, Small 
population and Rural areas. Despite Canada being a fairly interactive and connected country, 
rural areas disproportionately have lower download speeds than the rest of population 
centres.  

 
Figure 2: (CIRA 2016) this chart further displays the disparities between urban and rural 
communities based on their download and upload speed.  
 



 
Figure 3: (Statistics Canada 2011)  
The following chart outlines population divides between both Urban and Rural areas. As 
presented, population has dramatically increased in Urban areas and has created a substantial 
population gap between the two demographics. This data presented in this table are presented 
in an effort to better present current population divides as well as provide context to our 
findings on technologies benefits to rural areas. Comparing these two demographics better 
supports many of our claims of population density which are to be further explained.  
 

Discussion 
The technological divide between urban and rural areas is far greater than many are aware. 
With urban areas offering Wi-Fi in almost every corner available, it becomes hard to imagine 
locations without such privileges. Technology alone has progressed and led to the continuous 
growth and innovation of some of our leading areas. As we are moving towards a digital ara, 
it becomes increasingly more important for all to utilise the tools available to perform to 
similar capacities. With Reference to Figure 1, population density differences between urban 
and rural areas within Canada differ by a population of roughly 10,000 people (Statistics 
Canada 2011). These differences in population density affect technological opportunities in 
these lesser populated regions.  
  



The first step in maximizing the potential use of technology is to ensure access to internet 
services. The issue of broadband has been evident for years and is the main reason for large 
urban and rural digital divides. Internet in rural communities has been referred to as spotty at 
best for many Northern communities in Canada and is causing great obstacles (Pringle 2017). 
Broadband is currently defined by the speed of internet, 25 mbps down and 3 mbps up 
(Singleton 2015). These speeds could be the difference between usable and non-usable 
technology. If internet is so slow that it cannot perform basic functions, and can hinder the 
growth of a community.  
Broadband is said to have the ability to improve the economic prosperity of a rural 
community by increasing 
income, lowering 
unemployment, and creating 
jobs (Whitacre 2018). "The 
future of our economy, our 
prosperity and our society — 
indeed, the future of every 
citizen — requires us to set 
ambitious goals, and to get on 
with connecting all Canadians 
for the 21st century," (Kupfer 
2016) Unfortunately, 
Broadband is not available 
everywhere because of the cost 
to do so. It is more efficient to 
install new communication lines in areas with higher densities because there are more people 
per square kilometre. In urban areas, communications lines typically have 2,000 individuals 
within a square kilometre, which could be contradictory to the possibility of as low as 10 
individuals per square kilometre in a rural area. Older communication wires were made of 
copper, which for many urban areas has been changed, although for rural areas this creates 
communication distance limitations. To reach these wide areas, many rural areas require 
access multipliers which cost rural customers more money. Overall, urban areas have a 
higher concentration of individuals per square kilmometre, due to this they have access to 
better internet which can be sold at lower prices due to the population density. Rural areas 
have less people per square kilometre, and therefore worse internet service and have to pay 
more for their underperforming service due to their low population density (Whitacre 2018).  
 
 
Technology adds opportunity to advance existing businesses and products and provides room 
for future development. In firstly understanding how technology could improve businesses 
and what technologies are available, can greatly affect the success of applying these new 
business strategies. An understanding of e-knowledge is required before a municipality could 
better their economic situation with the use of technology. Understanding technologies and 
the potentials of certain technologies for existing or new businesses and projects is a major 
component for future technological growth. Even if the issue of broadband is addressed, there 



will continue to be a digital divide without proper e-knowledge. Many municipalities are 
beginning to recognize these gaps and addressing this lack of awareness through workshops. 
There are a variety of ways to foster an environment that encourages e-learning, a few 
suggestions are through online-based learning practices and workshops. Among the many, 
Google offers a variety of tools to assist local businesses gain digital knowledge. There is a 
particular program entitled, Get Your Business Online, which is a partnership based program 
run by Google and registered communities that helps to educate locals and business owners 
on how to better enhance their businesses through technology. Workshops are undertaken in 
local communities and partnered with Google to provide in-person interactions, helpful tips, 
and strategies to grow. These opportunities allow for personable interactions and foster both 
personal business growth and overall economic development within a community. Google 
also offers a multitude of other educational opportunities from online e-knowledge 
certifications in a variety of technology related fields, as well as opportunities such as Grow 
with Google which are much like the workshops, although they host international events 
targeted to spreading e-knowledge. These technology coaching tools are excellent ways to 
begin discussing the possibility of technological innovations and making those possibilities 
more realistic for rural areas. 
 
Once e-knowledge is established it’s important to re-evaluate your business and understand 
your niche. In doing this and better understanding the businesses mission, target audience, 
and strong points, it is easier to establish which technologies best work for an organization. 
Websites, online-stores, as well as social media are all great tools to market an existing or 
new business through the use of technology. Understanding what there is to offer and who 
you are attracting makes finding the right technology for your personal business easier. For 
instance, a baker might consider creating a website, facebook, and instagram as opposed to a 
twitter or blog. A baker’s main attraction is their baked goods, so showcasing those through 
photos is key. There is less focus on dialogue based messages, like tweets through twitter, as 
it is not showcasing the businesses strongest asset, its baked goods. Using technology tools 
such as these to showcase images, events, and post about upcoming news or events positively 
affects business.  
 
After there is a re-evaluation and understanding of which technology tools best work for your 
business one can then implement optimization tools to better their online productivity. Firstly 
a business requires clients. There are three effective ways to optimize online traffic and 
business awareness which include: 
 

1. Paid Advertisements 
Paid Advertisements can help get a business’s technology outlets recognized faster 
and to a wider audience. Paid Advertisements could be used on a variety of social 
media sites as well as larger technology sites such as Google. This method may cost 
money, although can help bring awareness to a company and its technology outlets at 
faster rates than self-marketing alone.  

 
 



2. Search Engine Optimization (SEO) 
Search Engine Optimization is an excellent tool to ensure customers find you faster. 
When searching for a product or service your company can be one of the first seen 
with using keywords for search optimization that will allow a customer to link key 
services or products to your corporation faster.  
 

 
3. Contests and Giveaways 

Contests and Giveaways are another way to get your business recognized sooner and 
to a wider audience. Contests and Giveaways entice others to further look into your 
corporation. Things such as Groupon packages or deals are also ways to use special 
packages to promote your business. These marketing tools are used to first draw a 
customer in for the deal, and then to keep them there with exceptional customer 
service and a good product or service.  

 
All of these tools help spread your message and ultimately increases one's customer base.  
 
Once you have their attention you need to keep it. After all you’re work getting online 
customers you want to keep them, ways to do this is through: 
 

● Keeping it Personable 
Keeping it personable is important to all businesses no matter the size. With regards 
to smaller rural communities, keeping a personable touch allows for an extended 
customer relations online. Adding things like the large chain Indigo has, marking 
CEO Heather’s Choice on all recommended products keeps a sense of personalization 
even within a large chain.  

 
● Looking Professional  

Another component to keeping online attention is through looking professional. If you 
are unable to make a website, pay to get a website made properly. Keep your online 
tools looking professional and approachable. This is especially important for 
businesses who want to also promote online sales, if the site does not appear 
professional or legitimate, others will be sceptical to invest their money in your 
company, or worse, they could question the legitimacy of your business or 
products/service.   

 
● Showing you’re trusted 

Adding personalized touched such as commentary from other customer’s experiences 
or areas where customers could interact and ask questions shows a level of trust in the 
product or service. Hearing about the quality service from an actual customer who has 
used a business’s products or service makes it easier to trust the company.  

 
● Proving Web Security 



This mainly applies to businesses with online sale options, but essentially this is an 
extension of promoting customer trust while online. Proving web security through 
enforced messages and notes letting the customer know they will be using trusted web 
security or that they will be moved to a web secure site will help reassure them before 
they make their online purchase.  

 
● Mitigating Customer Risk 

Lastly, mitigating customer risk is an important factor in keeping customer trust. For 
instance, if shipping is not free to all areas, disclose that information. Customers want 
to know about small factors that could appear later. Disclosing this will again 
reinforce trust between the business and the customer. Others ways to continue to 
draw in customers as well as keep your customers coming back are through tools like: 

 
● Email marketing 

Email marketing is a great way to keep customers and make them aware of upcoming 
deals or events. Email marketing is a great tool when used properly, a overuse or 
underuse of this tool could make it a nuisance to customers or unimportant. Finding a 
balance of when to use this tactic and what works for your customer base is important.  

 
● Free Wi-Fi 

In-store tips to draw customers in using technology is through Wi-Fi. Offering free 
Wi-Fi increases the chance of individuals entering your business, internet is important 
and many are attracted to the idea of Wi-Fi while they shop. 

  
● Increased Mobile Options 

Increased Mobile Options is a great way to bring technology into your business. 
These methods could be through reusable payable card, loyalty card, or payment 
through mobile device. These methods expand opportunity for your business and 
create more incentive for an individual to use your business as it creates user-friendly 
and faster alternatives to paying or gaining points.  

 
● Bringing Technology to Stores 

Another great way to promote technology is to incorporate it into stores. Placing an 
iPad or Computer in stores that allows individuals to see or use your other technology 
outlets such as websites etc help create a link between the in-store and the online and 
creates more opportunities for increased feedback. 

 
An important thing to remember is that many of these tools do not work unless you work. It 
is not enough to make a website one time and to never update it, or to make a social media 
account and to never post content. Constant contact and news for customers helps keep your 
business relevant and in their minds and continues to promote new and existing customer 
relations.  
 



Closing this gap and improving the technological possibilities for rural municipalities. Firstly, 
The possibilities of broadband have been recognized by the Canadian Radio-Television and 
Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) who declare broadband internet an essential 
service (Pringle 2017). In declaring broadband essential, it stresses its importance to 
community development and creates more incentive to provide these services to 
municipalities across areas. "The whole idea of just formally including broadband internet 
into the concept of basic service is a really important milestone” (Kupfer 2016). 
 
In an effort to alleviate financial pressures of rural municipalities while continuing to 
promote broadband services as essential, the Canadian Radio-Television and 
Telecommunications Commission (CRTC) has created a program so that internet providers 
pay into a fund that is proposed to grow to $750 million within 5 year. This money is being 
accumulated to provide these services to rural municipalities to ensure all have access to 
broadband internet.  
 
To combat the broadband access problem faced within much of Rural Canada, many 
municipalities are taking it upon themselves to provide their own form of internet, this 
process is referred to as Municipal Broadband. Municipal Broadband is public internet 
provided by the community to its residents. A municipality does not have to become an 
Internet Service Provider for this to occur, they must simply build a network and then allow 
other companies to sell services over it. As well, this is something that can be accomplished 
without raising taxes. As seen in Olds, Alberta, the profits from their municipal broadband, 
O’Net, were projected to completely pay off the communities loans from the government 
within ten years due to the flourishing business of the municipality. Another thing to consider 
is looking for dark fibres, areas where infrastructure is built but not used and update and sell 
internet from there. This process saves money and time while bringing efforts to get 
broadband internet. Places in Canada already employing this method include Olds Alberta, 
Stratford Ontario, Coquitlam British Columbia, and some parts of Eastern Ontario. Some of 
rural Canada has already been taking steps to close the digital divide and taken the 
responsibility of internet access into their own hands.  
 
Business Retention and Expansion Plans have been ways to examine and improve the 
economic state for many municipalities for quite some time. Mixing these tactics with 
innovative technology to better equip businesses with the tools and knowledge they need to 
enhance their businesses are steps that need to be done in our technology era. Providing 
webinars and workshops are just some of the ways Municipalities have begun to incorporate 
technology into their economic development and growth of local businesses.  

Conclusion and Recommendations 
After much research it has been discovered that in order to use technology to better rural 
businesses and rural economies there first has to be access to broadband internet. Once the 
obstacles of gaining access to broadband internet are surpassed, there has to be stressed 
importance on e-knowledge as access to even the greatest tools cannot be optimized if there 
is not an understanding of them. Lastly, once these measures are taken into place, we offer 



several recommendations for businesses in rural communities to best increase business and 
overall economic development of the municipality through technological tools and tips.  
 
To better advance rural businesses and economy with technology we recommend: 
 

1. Gaining access to broadband internet a priority for all municipalities. 
a. We recommend looking into possibilities of municipal broadband for a more 

affordable long-term process. 
     2.    Municipalities utilize e-learning tools such as Google workshops and webinars. 
     3.    There be emphasis on Business Expansion and Retention Plans that incorporate e-
knowledge 

a. That e-knowledge would include tips to better maximize technological use, through 
appropriate online sites and tools.  

 
 
  



 

Appendix  
 

 
Figure 1: (Statistics Canada 2011) This table compares the population of Urban and Rural 
areas within Canada between the years of 1851 to 2011.  
 



 
Figure 2: (Rural Ontario Institute) This image further goes into detail of some of the 
populations within Ontario in 2011. 
 



 
Figure 3: (Statistics Canada 2011) This image details a schematic representation of internet 
access speeds 
 

 
Figure 4: (Cybera) This image details how Canada compares other nations part of the 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) in relation to the 
percentage of fibre connections in the nation.  



 
Figure 5: (CIRA 2016) This chart captures broadband availability across the country. 

 
Figure 5: (CIRA 2016) This chart displays the disparities between urban and rural 
communities based on their download and upload speed.  
 

Glossary 
Rural: There is no concrete definition for the term rural, however for the purpose of this 
research paper we define rural as inclusive of all population living in rural areas of a census 
metropolitan area and census agglomerations, as well as population living in rural areas 
outside of census metropolitan areas and census agglomerations.  
Urban: Similar to the rural definition, the term urban carries several meanings. For the 
purpose of our work, urban refers to census metropolitan areas (CMAs) which comprise of 
populations of 100, 000 or more. This population includes residents within the commuting 
zone around these centres (areas where 50% or more the employed workforce commutes to 
the CMA) 
BR+E Planning: Involves the relationship between the local development office and the 
businesses within a community. Further to this, it is the responsibility of these bodies to 



attract and retain local small businesses in a given space. It is detrimental to plan for current 
and future businesses to ensure a successful business community.  
Broadband:Is a term for internet service which, is the most used form of internet access. 
This is  because broadband offers access to higher internet speeds compared to outdated dial-
up connection. Broadband is offered in four different models namely, DSL, fibre-optic, cable 
and satellite.    
Success: For the purposes of this paper, success is defined as the ability for small businesses 
in rural communities to effectively adopt and use technology.  
Municipal Broadband: 
Big Telecom: Is a service provider that runs Canada’s Internet Market.They are the 
companies that sell majority of the Internet services across Canada.  
Indie Provider: Indie Providers are alternative options to Big Telecom. They consist of 
smaller party Internet service providers.  
Digital Divide: Digital divide refers to the ever widening gap between adequate and 
inadequate internet access. This has been proven to relate to geographic and socioeconomic 
lines.  
Dark Fibre: Dark fibre refers to spaces where infrastructure for internet access has been built 
but it currently unused.  
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