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1.0 Introduction

Abstract

Digital platforms are increasingly transforming entrepreneurship in
rural Tanzania by expanding access to markets, financial services,
and business networks. However, rural entrepreneurs continue to
experience barriers related to connectivity and digital skills, which
may limit the benefits of technological adoption. This study aimed
to examine how digital platforms influence rural entrepreneurship,
with particular attention to market access, innovation, and social
inclusion among women and youth. A qualitative research design
was employed using in-depth semi-structured interviews with 30
rural entrepreneurs from different regions of Tanzania. Participants
shared experiences regarding the use of digital tools, including
mobile banking, e-commerce, and social media platforms. Data were
analyzed through thematic analysis to identify recurring patterns and
themes related to digital entrepreneurship practices. The findings
indicate that digital platforms improved entrepreneurs’ ability to
reach wider markets, access resources, collaborate with others, and
support business growth. Nevertheless, limited internet availability
and low digital literacy remained major challenges affecting
effective platform utilization. The study concludes that digital
platforms can contribute to sustainable rural economic development
by strengthening entrepreneurial activities and social connections. It
recommends investments in digital infrastructure, affordable
internet services, and targeted digital literacy training programs to
enable more inclusive participation. These measures will help
marginalized entrepreneurs overcome barriers and maximize the
potential of digital platforms for equitable economic empowerment
and long-term community development across Tanzania.

The rapid expansion of digital technologies has transformed entrepreneurial ecosystems by
creating new opportunities for business creation, market participation, innovation, and economic
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inclusion. Globally, digital platforms such as e-commerce marketplaces, social media networks,
and mobile financial services have enabled entrepreneurs to overcome traditional business
constraints by improving access to customers, financial resources, information, and collaborative
networks (Mhlongo et al., 2024; Bao et al., 2025). These technologies have become particularly
important in developing economies, where digitalization is increasingly viewed as a mechanism
for promoting inclusive economic growth and reducing barriers to entrepreneurship. However, the
benefits associated with digital transformation have not been equally distributed, with rural
entrepreneurs often experiencing limited access to digital infrastructure, skills, and supportive
ecosystems (Nipo et al., 2024).

In Tanzania, rural entrepreneurship remains an important pathway for employment creation,
poverty reduction, and local economic development (Diao et al., 2018). Despite this potential, rural
entrepreneurs continue to face persistent challenges, including restricted access to finance, weak
business networks, limited market opportunities, inadequate technological knowledge, and
unreliable digital infrastructure. These challenges create a significant divide between urban and
rural entrepreneurs, where urban enterprises are more likely to benefit from digital innovations
while rural businesses remain constrained by structural disadvantages (Feurich et al., 2023).
Although digital platforms have the potential to address some of these limitations by connecting
rural entrepreneurs with customers, suppliers, financial institutions, and support networks, their
actual contribution to entrepreneurship development in rural Tanzania remains insufficiently
understood.

The practical problem addressed by this study is that many rural entrepreneurs are unable to fully
utilize digital platforms to improve business performance because of barriers related to
connectivity, affordability, digital literacy, and limited awareness of available technologies. While
digital financial services and online business platforms have expanded in Tanzania, their benefits
have not been experienced equally across geographical and social groups. Women and youth
entrepreneurs, in particular, may face additional challenges related to access to resources, skills
development, and participation in digital economic activities. Therefore, understanding how rural
entrepreneurs engage with digital platforms is essential for designing interventions that promote
equitable participation in the digital economy.

From an empirical perspective, existing research has provided valuable insights into the role of
digital technologies in entrepreneurship; however, much of this work has focused on urban
enterprises or broader national-level digital transformation trends (Paul et al., 2023). Limited
empirical attention has been given to how rural entrepreneurs in Tanzania adopt, experience, and
benefit from digital platforms within their specific social and economic contexts. Previous studies
often emphasize the potential of digitalization but provide less explanation of the mechanisms
through which digital platforms influence rural entrepreneurship, including how they facilitate
market expansion, resource mobilization, innovation, and social inclusion (Rozali et al., 2026).
This study addresses this gap by providing evidence on the relationship between digital platform
adoption and entrepreneurial development among rural entrepreneurs in Tanzania.
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Theoretically, this study is informed by Social Capital Theory, which highlights the importance of
networks, relationships, and social connections in enabling individuals and communities to access
resources and opportunities. Within rural entrepreneurial contexts, digital platforms can function
as virtual networks that expand entrepreneurs’ social capital by connecting them with customers,
suppliers, financial providers, and knowledge-sharing communities beyond their immediate
geographical boundaries. Through this theoretical lens, the study examines how digital platforms
enhance resource accessibility and strengthen entrepreneurial capabilities among rural business
owners.

The study examined the role of digital platforms in fostering entrepreneurship and economic
empowerment among rural entrepreneurs in Tanzania. Specifically, the study seeks to assess the
accessibility and adoption of digital platforms among rural entrepreneurs in Tanzania, examine
how digital platforms influence market access, business growth, sustainability, and financial
inclusion among rural enterprises, identify technological, economic, and structural barriers
limiting effective utilization of digital platforms and analyze the contribution of government
initiatives, private sector interventions, and community-based programs in supporting rural digital
entrepreneurship.

To achieve these objectives, the study adopts a qualitative research approach based on in-depth
semi-structured interviews with rural entrepreneurs across different regions of Tanzania. This
approach enables an in-depth understanding of entrepreneurs’ experiences, challenges, and
opportunities associated with digital platform use. The findings contribute to existing knowledge
by demonstrating how digital technologies interact with social networks, institutional support, and
local conditions to influence entrepreneurial outcomes.

The contribution of this study extends beyond identifying the benefits and challenges of digital
platforms. It provides practical insights for policymakers, development organizations, financial
institutions, and technology providers seeking to design inclusive digital entrepreneurship
strategies. By identifying specific barriers affecting rural entrepreneurs, the study supports the
development of targeted interventions that improve digital literacy, strengthen infrastructure, and
expand access to digital business opportunities.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that digital platforms represent an important opportunity
for strengthening rural entrepreneurship in Tanzania by improving market connectivity,
facilitating resource access, and supporting business development. However, the effectiveness of
these platforms depends on addressing persistent barriers related to infrastructure limitations,
affordability, and digital skills. Therefore, policies and interventions should prioritize affordable
internet access, entrepreneurship-focused digital training, and stronger collaboration between
government, private sector actors, and local communities. Such measures can enhance digital
inclusion and enable rural entrepreneurs, particularly women and youth, to participate more
effectively in Tanzania’s growing digital economy.
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2. Methodology
2.1 Research Design and Theoretical Foundation

This study adopted a qualitative research design to explore how digital platforms influence
entrepreneurship among rural entrepreneurs in Tanzania. A qualitative approach was considered
appropriate because the study sought to understand entrepreneurs’ lived experiences, perceptions,
adoption practices, and challenges associated with the use of digital technologies within their
business contexts. Unlike quantitative approaches that primarily measure relationships between
variables, qualitative inquiry provides deeper insight into the social, economic, and institutional
processes that shape technology adoption and entrepreneurial outcomes. This approach is
particularly relevant for examining rural digital entrepreneurship, where experiences are
influenced by contextual factors such as infrastructure availability, social networks, financial
access, and digital capabilities.

The study was guided by Social Capital Theory, which emphasizes the role of social relationships,
networks, and trust in enabling individuals and communities to access resources and opportunities
(Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000). The theory provides an appropriate framework for examining
how digital platforms operate beyond their technological functions by creating virtual networks
that connect rural entrepreneurs with customers, suppliers, financial institutions, and business
communities. In this study, digital platforms are conceptualized as mechanisms through which
entrepreneurs strengthen their social capital by improving information exchange, resource
mobilization, and market connectivity.

Previous studies have largely examined digital entrepreneurship from a technological adoption
perspective, focusing on issues such as internet access, digital skills, and platform availability
(Felicetti et al., 2024; (Medfouni et al., 2024). However, such approaches often provide limited
explanation of how social relationships and community networks influence the effectiveness of
digital platforms in rural settings. By integrating Social Capital Theory into the analysis, this study
extends existing knowledge by examining not only whether rural entrepreneurs use digital
platforms, but also how these platforms reshape entrepreneurial relationships, resource access, and
economic participation.

2.2 Study Area and Context

The study was conducted among rural entrepreneurs located in four regions of Tanzania: Mbeya,
Dodoma, Mwanza, and Mtwara. These regions were purposively selected because they represent
diverse rural economic environments and varying entrepreneurial activities, allowing the study to
capture differences in digital platform adoption across agricultural, commercial, craft, and service-
based enterprises.

Mbeya Region was selected due to its strong agricultural economy, particularly coffee, tea, and
maize production. Rural entrepreneurs in this region increasingly use digital tools to access market
information, communicate with buyers, conduct mobile financial transactions, and reduce
dependence on traditional intermediaries. The region provides important insights into how digital
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platforms support agricultural entrepreneurship by improving market visibility and strengthening
connections between producers and consumers.

Dodoma Region represents an emerging entrepreneurial environment characterized by increasing
commercial activity and growth of small-scale enterprises. Entrepreneurs in this region utilize
mobile banking, online marketing, and digital payment systems to improve transaction efficiency
and expand customer networks. Examining Dodoma provides insight into how digital platforms
support business diversification and financial inclusion within a developing rural-commercial
setting.

Mwanza Region was included because of its importance as a commercial centre associated with
fishing, crafts, and trade activities around Lake Victoria. Entrepreneurs in this region increasingly
use social media platforms and digital marketplaces to promote products, engage customers, and
strengthen business networks. The region demonstrates how digital platforms can support market
expansion and entrepreneurial collaboration.

Mtwara Region was selected due to its importance in cashew production and coastal trade.
Entrepreneurs in this region use mobile financial services and digital communication platforms to
improve supply chain coordination, access market information, and facilitate transactions between
farmers, traders, and buyers.

The selection of these four regions enabled the study to examine rural digital entrepreneurship
across different economic contexts rather than focusing on a single location. This regional diversity
strengthens the study by demonstrating how digital platforms operate within different
entrepreneurial ecosystems and identifying common as well as context-specific barriers affecting
adoption.

2.3 Study Population and Sampling Strategy

The study population consisted of rural entrepreneurs operating within agriculture, crafts, and
service sectors who actively used digital platforms in their business activities. The target
participants included business owners and managers directly involved in entrepreneurial decision-
making and digital technology utilization.

A purposive sampling strategy was employed to identify participants who could provide relevant
and information-rich accounts of digital platform usage. This approach was appropriate because
the study required participants with direct experience of using digital tools for business purposes
rather than general community members. Purposive sampling enabled the researchers to select
entrepreneurs who could provide detailed explanations regarding digital adoption, benefits,
limitations, and business transformation processes.

The study involved 30 rural entrepreneurs from Mbeya, Dodoma, Mwanza, and Mtwara regions.
The sample size was determined based on the principle of thematic saturation, where additional
interviews no longer generate substantially new themes or insights (Guest, Bunce, & Johnson,
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2006). Rather than prioritizing statistical generalization, the study focused on achieving analytical
depth and capturing diverse entrepreneurial experiences across different sectors.

Participants were selected according to four inclusion criteria:

First, participants had to be active entrepreneurs or business managers responsible for business
operations and decision-making. This ensured that respondents possessed firsthand knowledge of
how digital platforms influence business processes.

Second, participants were required to use at least one digital platform for entrepreneurial purposes,
including mobile banking services, social media marketing, e-commerce platforms, or digital
payment systems. This criterion ensured that the study captured actual experiences rather than
hypothetical opinions.

Third, participants were required to be adults aged 18 years or above. This criterion ensured
compliance with legal requirements for participation and enabled exploration of differences in
digital engagement among entrepreneurs of different age groups.

Fourth, participants had to operate within rural economic sectors including agriculture, crafts, or
service industries. Including multiple sectors allowed the study to examine variations in digital
adoption and identify sector-specific opportunities and challenges.

The sample composition was therefore intentionally designed to align with the study objective of
examining how digital platforms influence rural entrepreneurship, business growth, and economic
empowerment in Tanzania.

2.4 Data Collection Procedures

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews conducted with the 30
purposively selected rural entrepreneurs. The use of semi-structured interviews was appropriate
because the study aimed to obtain detailed accounts of entrepreneurs’ experiences while
maintaining consistency across interviews. This method provided flexibility for participants to
explain their personal experiences with digital platforms, including how these technologies
influence business activities, market access, financial transactions, and entrepreneurial networks.

Previous studies on digital entrepreneurship have frequently relied on survey-based approaches
that measure levels of technology adoption but provide limited understanding of the contextual
factors influencing adoption decisions (Paul et al., 2023). In contrast, the present study uses
qualitative interviews to explore the processes through which rural entrepreneurs engage with
digital platforms and how social relationships, local conditions, and institutional constraints shape
their experiences. This approach aligns with the study’s objective of examining not only the
accessibility and adoption of digital platforms but also their contribution to business growth and
economic empowerment.
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Each interview lasted between 45 and 60 minutes. Interviews were conducted in either Swahili or
English depending on participant preference to ensure that respondents could communicate their
experiences effectively and comfortably. The use of participants’ preferred language helped
minimize linguistic barriers and enhanced the authenticity and depth of responses.

A structured interview guide was developed based on the study objectives and Social Capital
Theory. The interview questions focused on four major areas:

(1) Digital Platform Adoption and Usage Patterns

Participants were asked about the types of digital platforms they use, including mobile banking
services, social media platforms, e-commerce applications, and digital payment systems.
Questions explored how frequently entrepreneurs use these platforms, the purposes for which they
use them, and factors influencing their adoption decisions.

(i1) Business Benefits and Economic Outcomes

Participants were asked to describe how digital platforms affect their business operations,
including customer acquisition, market expansion, sales improvement, financial access, and
operational efficiency. This section directly addressed the objective of evaluating the contribution
of digital platforms to business sustainability and economic empowerment.

(iii) Social Networks and Resource Mobilization

Based on Social Capital Theory, participants were encouraged to explain how digital platforms
influence relationships with customers, suppliers, other entrepreneurs, and community networks.
Questions examined how online communities, digital communication channels, and peer networks
contribute to knowledge sharing, collaboration, and resource access.

(iv) Challenges Affecting Digital Entrepreneurship

Participants were asked to identify barriers affecting their effective use of digital platforms. These
included internet connectivity limitations, digital literacy challenges, technology costs, trust
concerns, and institutional support gaps. This area addressed the objective of identifying structural
and technological barriers affecting rural digital entrepreneurship.

All interviews were audio-recorded with participants’ informed consent. The recordings were
transcribed verbatim to preserve the accuracy and meaning of participants’ responses. Field notes
were also maintained during and after interviews to document contextual observations, emerging
ideas, and issues requiring further clarification during analysis.

2.5 Ethical Considerations
Ethical procedures were followed throughout the research process to protect participants’ rights,

privacy, and voluntary participation. Before data collection, participants were informed about the
purpose of the study, the expected duration of interviews, their right to withdraw at any stage, and
the confidentiality measures applied to their information.
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Participation was entirely voluntary, and informed consent was obtained from all participants
before interviews commenced. To protect confidentiality, participants were identified using codes
rather than personal names during transcription, analysis, and reporting. Digital recordings and
transcripts were securely stored and accessed only by the research team. The research procedures
complied with established ethical standards for social research involving human participants.

2.6 Trustworthiness and Quality Assurance
The credibility, dependability, confirmability, and transferability of the study were strengthened

using established qualitative research quality criteria. The study applied the principles proposed
by Lincoln and Guba (1985) to ensure methodological rigor.

Credibility was enhanced through prolonged engagement with participants, careful interview
procedures, and member checking. After transcription and preliminary interpretation, participants
were invited to review selected transcripts and thematic interpretations to confirm whether their
experiences had been accurately represented. This process reduced the possibility of researcher
misinterpretation and strengthened confidence in the findings (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

Dependability was addressed through maintaining a clear research record, including interview
guides, recruitment procedures, transcription processes, coding decisions, and theme development.
These documentation procedures created an audit trail that demonstrates consistency throughout
the research process.

Confirmability was supported through systematic coding procedures and repeated comparison
between emerging themes and original interview transcripts. The researchers maintained reflexive
notes to distinguish participants’ views from personal assumptions during interpretation.

Transferability was enhanced through detailed descriptions of the study context, participants,
economic sectors, and regional characteristics. Providing contextual information allows readers to
determine the relevance of findings to similar rural entrepreneurial environments.

2.7 Data Analysis Procedures
The collected data were analyzed using thematic analysis following the six-phase framework

developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). This analytical approach was selected because it provides
a systematic method for identifying, organizing, and interpreting patterns within qualitative data
while allowing flexibility in examining complex social phenomena.

The analysis proceeded through six interconnected stages:

Phase 1: Familiarization with the Data

The researchers began by repeatedly reading the interview transcripts and listening to audio
recordings where clarification was required. This process enabled immersion in participants’
experiences and facilitated identification of initial ideas related to digital adoption, entrepreneurial
outcomes, and barriers.
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Phase 2: Generating Initial Codes

Following familiarization, relevant sections of transcripts were systematically coded. Codes
represented important concepts emerging from participants’ narratives, including market
expansion, customer engagement, mobile financial access, peer collaboration, digital skills
limitations, and connectivity challenges.

Coding was conducted manually and supported by qualitative data analysis procedures to ensure
consistency. The coding process remained closely connected to the research objectives, ensuring
that identified patterns directly addressed the role of digital platforms in rural entrepreneurship.

Phase 3: Developing Themes
Similar codes were grouped into broader themes representing significant patterns across
participant experiences. Three major themes emerged:

1. Enhanced market access and business visibility.
2. Digital platforms as tools for social networking and resource mobilization.
3. Structural and technological barriers limiting digital entrepreneurship.

These themes reflected both the benefits and limitations of digital platform adoption among rural
entrepreneurs.

Phase 4: Reviewing and Refining Themes

The identified themes were reviewed against the original transcripts to ensure that they accurately
represented participants’ experiences. Themes that lacked sufficient supporting evidence were
revised or removed, while overlapping concepts were consolidated to improve analytical clarity.

Phase 5: Defining and Naming Themes

Each theme was refined and clearly defined according to its relationship with the study objectives
and theoretical framework. The final themes demonstrated how digital platforms influence
entrepreneurship through improved market connections, strengthened social capital, and reduced
or reinforced structural constraints.

Phase 6: Producing the Report

The final stage involved integrating thematic findings with participant quotations, descriptive
frequencies, theoretical interpretation, and existing knowledge on digital entrepreneurship.
Although qualitative research does not aim for statistical generalization, frequency summaries
were used descriptively to demonstrate the prominence of particular experiences among
participants.

The analysis directly aligned with the study objectives by examining:
e The accessibility and adoption of digital platforms among rural entrepreneurs;
e Their contribution to market expansion, business growth, and financial inclusion;
e Barriers limiting effective digital utilization; and
e The role of social networks in strengthening entrepreneurial activities.

9



Tengeru Community Development Journal
ISSN 1821-9853(Print) ISSN 2665-0584(online)
Vol. 13, No.1, 2026

Through this systematic analytical process, the study generated context-specific evidence on how
digital platforms influence rural entrepreneurship in Tanzania and how technological interventions
can be strengthened to promote inclusive economic development.

The thematic analysis generated three main themes that explain how digital platforms influence
rural entrepreneurship in Tanzania: (1) enhanced market access and business visibility, (2) digital
platforms as mechanisms for social networking and resource mobilization, and (3) structural and
technological barriers limiting effective digital entrepreneurship. These themes directly
correspond with the study objectives by examining digital platform adoption, business outcomes,
social inclusion, and constraints affecting rural entrepreneurs.

The findings demonstrate that digital platforms provide important opportunities for rural
entrepreneurs to overcome geographical limitations and strengthen their entrepreneurial activities.
However, the findings also reveal that the benefits of digitalization are unevenly distributed
because infrastructural limitations, affordability challenges, and digital skills gaps continue to
influence entrepreneurs’ ability to fully utilize available technologies.

The interpretation of findings is guided by Social Capital Theory, which suggests that
entrepreneurial success is influenced not only by access to technology but also by the ability to
build and utilize social relationships, networks, and resource exchanges (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam,
2000). The findings therefore extend previous discussions on digital entrepreneurship by
demonstrating that digital platforms function simultaneously as business tools and social
networking mechanisms that reshape how rural entrepreneurs access markets, information, and
support systems (Camps et al., 2026).

3.1 Enhanced Market Access and Business Visibility
One of the most prominent findings was that digital platforms improved rural entrepreneurs’ ability

to access customers, promote products, and expand markets beyond their immediate geographical
locations. Participants reported that social media platforms, digital payment systems, and online
marketplaces allowed them to communicate directly with customers and reduce dependence on
traditional market channels. Table 1 presents participants’ reported experiences regarding market
access improvements resulting from digital platform use.

Table 1: Reported Benefits of Digital Platforms for Market Access (n = 30)

Market Access Outcome Frequency Percentage (%)
Wider customer base 22 73
Increased sales 20 67
Access to new markets 18 60
Improved brand visibility 15 50
Overall satisfaction with digital platforms 25 83

Source: Field data (2025)

The findings indicate that expanding customer reach was the most frequently reported benefit, with
22 participants (73%) stating that digital platforms enabled them to connect with wider markets.

10
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Similarly, 20 participants (67%) reported increased sales, suggesting that digital platforms
contributed not only to visibility but also to measurable business outcomes.

Participants explained that digital platforms reduced traditional market barriers. For example:

“Since I started using social media to market my products, my sales have increased significantly.
I now have customers from other regions.” (Participant 5)

Another participant noted:

“The visibility I get online has helped people learn about my crafts. I can reach customers I never
thought possible.” (Participant 12)

These findings demonstrate that digital platforms act as market-linking mechanisms that allow
rural entrepreneurs to overcome geographical isolation. From the perspective of Social Capital
Theory, digital platforms expand entrepreneurs’ networks by creating connections with customers
and business actors beyond their immediate communities (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000).

However, the findings also indicate that digital access alone does not automatically produce
business growth. Although 83% of participants expressed overall satisfaction with digital
platforms, some entrepreneurs emphasized that benefits depended on reliable connectivity, digital
skills, and the ability to consistently engage with customers online. Therefore, the contribution of
digital platforms to entrepreneurship is mediated by broader social and infrastructural conditions.

3.2 Digital Platforms, Social Networks, and Resource Mobilization
The second major theme concerned the role of digital platforms in strengthening entrepreneurial

networks. Participants indicated that digital platforms were not only used for marketing and
transactions but also served as spaces for collaboration, knowledge sharing, and collective
problem-solving. Table 2 summarizes how entrepreneurs utilized digital networks.

Table 2: Utilization of Digital Social Networks among Rural Entrepreneurs (n = 30)

Type of Network Benefit Frequency Percentage (%)
Peer collaboration 24 80
Community support 23 77
Information sharing 21 70
Resource mobilization 19 63

Source: Field data (2025)

Peer collaboration emerged as the strongest network-related benefit, reported by 24 participants
(80%). This suggests that digital platforms strengthened horizontal relationships among
entrepreneurs, enabling them to exchange knowledge, share experiences, and coordinate business
activities.

Participants described digital networks as valuable sources of collective support:

“Through these platforms, I connect with other local farmers. We share tips and even resources
like tools and seeds.” (Participant 9)

11
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Another participant explained:

“The support I receive from my online community motivates me to keep improving my business.”
(Participant 15)

These findings support Social Capital Theory by illustrating how digital platforms enhance both
bonding and bridging forms of social capital. Bonding social capital is reflected through stronger
relationships among local entrepreneurs, while bridging social capital occurs when entrepreneurs
establish connections with external markets, customers, and business partners.

Previous discussions of digital entrepreneurship have often emphasized technology adoption as an
individual capability (Lamine et al., 2024). However, this study demonstrates that entrepreneurial
outcomes are also shaped by collective digital engagement. Rural entrepreneurs benefit from
digital platforms because these technologies strengthen relationships and facilitate access to shared
knowledge and resources.

Nevertheless, the findings also suggest that digital networks require active participation and trust.
Entrepreneurs who lacked confidence in using online platforms or had limited digital skills were
less likely to benefit fully from these networking opportunities. Therefore, digital entrepreneurship
initiatives should focus not only on infrastructure provision but also on developing digital
capabilities and community-based support systems.

3.3 Challenges and Barriers Affecting Digital Entrepreneurship
Although digital platforms created significant opportunities, participants identified several barriers

that restricted their effective use. The challenges demonstrate that digital transformation in rural
Tanzania remains influenced by structural inequalities, particularly regarding connectivity,
affordability, and technological knowledge. Table 3 presents the main challenges reported by
participants.

Table 3: Challenges Affecting Digital Platform Utilization (n = 30)

Challenge Frequency Percentage (%)
Internet connectivity problems 27 90
Lack of digital skills 22 73
High internet costs 20 67
Limited access to digital devices 19 63
Trust and security concerns 16 53

Source: Field data (2025)

Poor internet connectivity was the most significant barrier, affecting 27 participants (90%). This
finding suggests that infrastructure remains a fundamental limitation preventing rural
entrepreneurs from consistently benefiting from digital platforms.

One participant explained:

“The internet is unreliable in my area. Sometimes, I lose potential customers because my
connection fails.” (Participant 8)

12
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Digital literacy was another major challenge, with 22 participants (73%) reporting difficulties in
effectively using digital tools. This finding highlights that access to technology does not
necessarily translate into meaningful digital participation.

As one participant stated:

“I wish I could learn more about using these platforms effectively, but I don't have the resources.”
(Participant 18)

These findings indicate that digital exclusion in rural Tanzania is multidimensional. While
previous approaches often emphasize infrastructure gaps, this study demonstrates that digital
entrepreneurship requires a combination of technological access, skills development, financial
affordability, and supportive networks.

The findings provide evidence that digital platforms contribute positively to rural
entrepreneurship, but their impact depends on enabling conditions.

Regarding the first objective, the study found that rural entrepreneurs have adopted various digital
platforms, particularly social media, mobile banking, and digital payment systems. However,
adoption levels remain constrained by infrastructure and digital literacy challenges.

Regarding the second objective, the findings demonstrate that digital platforms improve market
access, business visibility, financial transactions, and entrepreneurial collaboration. The evidence
from Table 1 shows that 73% of participants experienced wider customer reach, while 67%
reported increased sales, indicating that digital platforms contribute directly to business
development.

Regarding the third objective, the study identified major barriers including unreliable internet
connectivity (90%), limited digital skills (73%), and high internet costs (67%). These challenges
demonstrate that technology adoption alone cannot guarantee entrepreneurial empowerment.

Regarding the fourth objective, the findings highlight the importance of supportive interventions
involving government agencies, technology providers, financial institutions, and community
organizations. Digital entrepreneurship requires coordinated strategies that combine infrastructure
investment with skills development and institutional support.

The findings extend existing knowledge by showing that digital platforms influence rural
entrepreneurship through both economic and social mechanisms. They provide market
opportunities while simultaneously strengthening social networks that enable resource exchange
and collaboration. However, without addressing structural barriers, the transformative potential of
digital platforms remains limited.

To strengthen confidence in the findings, participant validation was conducted through member
checking. Participants were provided opportunities to review transcripts and thematic
interpretations to confirm that their experiences were accurately represented. This process

13
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enhanced credibility by reducing interpretation errors and ensuring that findings reflected
participants’ actual perspectives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).

The systematic application of thematic analysis following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) framework
further strengthened analytical rigor. By maintaining a clear connection between research
objectives, coded data, emerging themes, and final interpretations, the study ensured that
conclusions were grounded in participants’ experiences rather than researcher assumptions.

The findings therefore provide empirically grounded evidence that digital platforms can contribute
to rural entrepreneurship development in Tanzania when supported by appropriate infrastructure,
digital skills development, and inclusive policy interventions.

3. Discussion
The results contribute to existing knowledge by showing that the entrepreneurial value of digital

platforms in rural settings emerges from the interaction between technological access and social
connections.

Unlike studies that primarily conceptualize digital entrepreneurship as a matter of technology
availability or individual adoption capacity, this study demonstrates that digital platforms generate
value through the creation and expansion of entrepreneurial networks. The findings show that rural
entrepreneurs use digital platforms to access customers, exchange knowledge, mobilize resources,
and strengthen business relationships. However, the findings also reveal that these benefits remain
uneven because infrastructure limitations and digital skills gaps continue to constrain effective
participation in the digital economy.

4.1 Digital Platforms and Enhanced Market Access

The findings indicate that digital platforms significantly improved market accessibility among
rural entrepreneurs, directly addressing the study objective of examining how digital technologies
contribute to business growth and market expansion. As presented in Table 1, 22 participants
(73%) reported that digital platforms enabled them to reach wider customer networks, while 20
participants (67%) indicated increased sales after adopting digital tools. Furthermore, 18
participants (60%) reported access to new markets, demonstrating that digital platforms reduced
traditional geographical limitations affecting rural businesses.

These findings support earlier arguments that digital technologies can overcome spatial barriers
by connecting small-scale entrepreneurs with broader markets (Aker, 2010; Jansen, 2016).
However, this study extends previous research by showing that market expansion is not solely a
result of technological availability but also depends on entrepreneurs’ ability to use digital
platforms strategically. For example, participants described social media platforms as channels for
developing customer relationships rather than simply advertising tools. As one participant
explained:

“Since I started using social media to market my products, my sales have increased significantly.
I now have customers from other regions.” (Participant 5)
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This evidence illustrates the relationship between digital platforms and Social Capital Theory. By
enabling entrepreneurs to establish connections beyond their immediate communities, digital
platforms expand both bonding and bridging forms of social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam,
2000). Therefore, the contribution of digital platforms lies not only in increasing visibility but also
in creating new networks through which economic opportunities emerge.

Nevertheless, the findings also suggest that market benefits are dependent on supporting
conditions. Although 83% of participants expressed satisfaction with digital platforms (Table 1),
unreliable internet services and limited digital capabilities restricted some entrepreneurs from fully
benefiting from online opportunities. This indicates that digital adoption should not be viewed as
an automatic pathway to entrepreneurial success but rather as a process influenced by
technological, social, and institutional environments.

4.2 Digital Platforms as Mechanisms for Social Networking and Resource Mobilization

The second objective of the study was to evaluate how digital platforms contribute to
entrepreneurial sustainability and resource accessibility. The findings reveal that digital platforms
strengthen entrepreneurial networks by facilitating collaboration, information exchange, and
resource sharing. As shown in Table 2, peer collaboration was reported by 24 participants (80%),
community support by 23 participants (77%), and information sharing by 21 participants (70%).

These findings reinforce the argument by Nahapiet and Ghoshal (1998) that social capital enhances
knowledge exchange and collective action by enabling individuals to access valuable resources
through relationships. However, unlike earlier studies that often examine social capital within
physical communities, this study demonstrates that digital platforms allow rural entrepreneurs to
develop virtual communities that extend beyond geographical boundaries.

Participants highlighted that online networks enabled them to share knowledge and overcome
individual business limitations:

“Through these platforms, I connect with other local farmers. We share tips and even resources
like tools and seeds.” (Participant 9)

This finding demonstrates how digital platforms transform traditional entrepreneurial relationships
by creating new forms of cooperation. In accordance with Social Capital Theory, entrepreneurs
benefit because digital networks increase access to information, trust-based relationships, and
collective problem-solving mechanisms (Putnam, 2000).

The study therefore contributes to the literature by demonstrating that rural digital
entrepreneurship is not only an individual activity but also a socially embedded process. Digital
platforms become valuable when entrepreneurs can participate in networks that support learning,
collaboration, and resource exchange. This suggests that digital entrepreneurship programs should
move beyond providing technological access and focus on building supportive digital
communities.
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4.3 Digital Divide, Infrastructure Challenges, and Digital Skills Barriers

Although the findings demonstrate positive contributions of digital platforms, the study also
identified important barriers affecting effective utilization. These findings address the third
objective: identifying structural, economic, and technological constraints that influence rural
digital entrepreneurship.

Table 3 shows that internet connectivity challenges were reported by 27 participants (90%),
making it the most significant barrier. Lack of digital skills was reported by 22 participants (73%),
while high internet costs affected 20 participants (67%). These results indicate that digital
exclusion remains a major challenge for rural entrepreneurs.

The findings are consistent with previous research emphasizing that unequal access to digital
resources reinforces existing social and economic inequalities (Warschauer, 2003; Van Dijk,
2005). However, this study advances previous discussions by showing that the digital divide
involves more than physical access to technology. Participants’ experiences demonstrate that
meaningful digital participation requires reliable infrastructure, affordability, confidence, and
skills.

For example, one participant explained:

“The internet is unreliable in my area. Sometimes, I lose potential customers because my
connection fails.” (Participant 8)

Another participant stated:

“I wish I could learn more about using these platforms effectively, but I don't have the resources.”
(Participant 18)

These accounts demonstrate that technological barriers directly affect entrepreneurial outcomes by
limiting customer engagement, reducing business continuity, and restricting access to digital
opportunities. Therefore, policies focusing only on expanding connectivity without addressing
digital literacy and affordability may fail to achieve inclusive digital entrepreneurship.

This study contributes to Social Capital Theory by demonstrating how digital platforms reshape
the formation and utilization of entrepreneurial networks in rural contexts. Traditional applications
of social capital emphasize face-to-face relationships and community-based interactions
(Bourdieu, 1986; Putnam, 2000). This research extends the theory by showing that digital
platforms create additional spaces where entrepreneurs can develop relationships, exchange
knowledge, and access economic opportunities.

The findings demonstrate that digital platforms operate as social infrastructures that connect rural
entrepreneurs with wider economic networks. Through these connections, entrepreneurs are able
to improve market access, mobilize resources, and strengthen business resilience. However, the
study also highlights that digital social capital development depends on enabling conditions,
particularly infrastructure availability and digital capabilities.
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By integrating technology adoption with social capital perspectives, this study provides a more
comprehensive understanding of rural digital entrepreneurship. It argues that successful digital
transformation requires attention to both technological resources and the social relationships that
determine how those resources are used.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations
This study examined the role of digital platforms in fostering entrepreneurship among rural

communities in Tanzania by focusing on platform accessibility, business growth, social
networking, and barriers affecting digital engagement. Guided by Social Capital Theory, the
findings demonstrate that digital platforms contribute to rural entrepreneurship by expanding
market opportunities, strengthening entrepreneurial networks, and improving access to business
resources. The study confirms that digital platforms function not only as technological tools but
also as social mechanisms that enable entrepreneurs to build relationships, exchange knowledge,
and mobilize resources.

Regarding market access and business development, the findings show that digital platforms help
rural entrepreneurs overcome geographical limitations and connect with wider customer networks.
The results indicate that 73% of participants reported increased customer reach, while 67%
experienced improved sales after adopting digital tools. These findings extend previous studies
that primarily emphasize digital access as a driver of entrepreneurship by demonstrating that the
value of digital platforms also depends on the ability of entrepreneurs to develop and maintain
meaningful economic relationships through these technologies.

The study further concludes that digital platforms enhance social capital by facilitating
collaboration, information sharing, and resource exchange among entrepreneurs. This supports the
arguments of Social Capital Theory that networks and relationships are central to accessing
opportunities and achieving collective economic benefits. However, unlike traditional
understandings of social capital that focus mainly on physical community interactions, this study
demonstrates how digital platforms create new forms of entrepreneurial networks that extend
beyond local boundaries.

Despite these benefits, the study highlights that digital entrepreneurship remains constrained by
structural barriers. Internet connectivity challenges affected 90% of participants, while 73%
reported limited digital skills as a major obstacle. These findings reinforce earlier concerns
regarding the digital divide (Warschauer, 2003; Van Dijk, 2005), but the study advances existing
knowledge by showing that digital exclusion in rural Tanzania involves not only limited access to
technology but also inadequate skills and support systems required for meaningful digital
participation.

Based on these findings, the study recommends targeted interventions to strengthen rural digital
entrepreneurship. First, digital literacy training programs should be developed to improve
entrepreneurs’ ability to effectively use online platforms for marketing, financial transactions, and
business networking. Second, investment in affordable and reliable digital infrastructure is
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necessary to address connectivity challenges that limit consistent engagement with digital
platforms. Third, policymakers and development stakeholders should support community-based
entrepreneurial networks that encourage collaboration, knowledge sharing, and collective resource
mobilization.

The study concludes that digital platforms have significant potential to support inclusive
entrepreneurship and economic empowerment in rural Tanzania when combined with supportive
social and institutional environments. Rather than viewing digitalization as a purely technological
solution, sustainable rural digital entrepreneurship requires an integrated approach that combines
infrastructure development, capacity building, and social capital strengthening. By addressing
these interconnected factors, digital platforms can become effective mechanisms for promoting
resilient rural enterprises and broader community development.
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