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Abstract

This study explores the complex and layered intersection of digital technology,
entrepreneurship, and rural ecosystems through a competency-focused lens. At
its heart lies a fundamental question: how can entrepreneurship in rural settings—
often marked by resource constraints, infrastructural gaps, and limited
exposure—be revitalized and made future-ready through the integration of
context-relevant competencies and digital technologies? Taking rural India as its
focal context, the research attempts to address this by identifying and enhancing
entrepreneurial competencies that are most relevant to digitally infused rural

ecosystems.

Rural regions, despite being repositories of local knowledge, cultural capital, and
untapped entrepreneurial energy, have long remained under-leveraged.
Constrained by distance from markets, patchy infrastructure, institutional voids,
and limited access to networks or formal training, rural entrepreneurs often
operate in isolation. Yet, paradoxically, the proliferation of digital connectivity
in recent years—driven by smartphones, mobile networks, and government
initiatives—has opened up new possibilities that can shift this narrative. Rural
digital entrepreneurship, therefore, becomes not just an opportunity but a

necessity for inclusive development.

This study adopts a competency-driven approach, positing that equipping rural
entrepreneurs with the right set of digital and contextual skills can empower them
to navigate uncertainty, leverage new tools, and create value in more agile,
sustainable ways. The research rests on a triadic framework: (i) the evolving
nature of entrepreneurial practice, (i1) digital affordances and their transformative

potential, and (iii) the specificity and embeddedness of rural context. Within this
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framework, the study recognizes that while many entrepreneurial competencies
may be universally relevant, rural ecosystems demand additional layers of
sensitivity—particularly to context, adaptability, and community-based

collaboration.

A significant contribution of the study is its emphasis on contextuality as an
entrepreneurial competence. This includes not only the ability to read the
landscape—social, economic, and spatial—but also to adapt strategies that
harmonize with local dynamics and challenges. Rural entrepreneurship requires
navigating unique social constructs, limited institutional support, and strong
relational networks. Thus, competencies such as networking, embeddedness,
trust-building, and the ability to align digital affordances with local knowledge
emerge as central. Digital technology in this context is not an isolated tool but an
enabler—offering enhanced access, connectivity, market linkages, and
efficiency, while also demanding a re-skilling and re-thinking of traditional

entrepreneurial roles.

Methodologically, the research follows a mixed-method approach, starting with
a systematic review of global literature on entrepreneurship, rural enterprise, and
digitalisation. Drawing upon both academic frameworks and empirically
established reports from global bodies such as the OECD and World Economic
Forum, the study identifies a list of entrepreneurial digital competencies aligned
with the rural Indian context. These are then validated through expert interviews
and structured into a conceptual framework. Statistical tools such as Exploratory
Factor Analysis (EFA), Total Interpretive Structural Modelling (TISM),
Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA), and PLS-SEM are employed to empirically

validate the framework, test interrelationships, and assess impact. The final layer



includes semi-structured interviews with entrepreneurs, trainers, and ecosystem

stakeholders—adding practical richness and triangulated insights to the findings.

The results point toward a striking overlap between traditional entrepreneurial
competencies and 21st-century skills. However, rural entrepreneurship puts a
pronounced emphasis on adaptability, resilience, digital awareness, and the
ability to operate across distributed and often fragmented systems. The study
finds that building these competencies—through targeted interventions and
ecosystem-level support—can significantly impact entrepreneurial confidence,
business performance, and long-term sustainability. These enhancements are not
merely technical but deeply human, reflecting shifts in mindset, openness to

learning, and the ability to handhold others in the entrepreneurial journey.

Furthermore, the findings underscore that rural ecosystems, often seen as
“liability-laden,” actually possess immense latent potential. With the right blend
of local insight and digital empowerment, these regions can be transformed into
hubs of innovation, inclusion, and economic vitality. Rural entrepreneurship,
when reinforced through context-specific competencies and digital tools, can
feed into national development goals and global sustainability agendas,

especially those outlined in the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).

This research contributes not only to theory-building in the relatively
underexplored area of rural digital entrepreneurship but also offers a practical
roadmap for policy, training, and support systems. It repositions rural
entrepreneurs not as passive recipients of aid or training, but as dynamic actors
capable of shaping their environments—provided they are equipped with the

competencies that match both the promise and the complexities of their conte
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