Academic Overview: “Development Implications of Digital Economies” Strategic Research Network

Overview
The digital economy – that part of economic output derived solely or primarily from digital technologies – is growing rapidly in developing countries.  Already involving hundreds of thousands of enterprises and millions of workers, constant innovation means ever-more opportunities, but also challenges, in future.  Yet digital economy research and policy advice is predominantly focused on high-income countries.  We know very little about implications for low- and middle-income countries in the global South, at the level of government, firms and workers.  It is these knowledge gaps that the “Development Implications Of Digital Economies” (DIODE) Research Network seeks to fill.

The notion of digital economy itself is fractured and complex – we prefer the idea of multiple, overlapping “digital economies” – with a series of imbricated phases: from the digital enterprises of the ICT sector through digital labour from the Web 2.0 era, and emergence of digital work and digital platforms which are extending to become quasi-enclosed digital economies such as those operated by Upwork, Uber and Airbnb (Heeks 2014; Gregory 2016; Graham et al forthcoming).  Together with trends of digital fabrication and trade, these sit within multi-layer digital ecosystems in constant motion due to innovation: from mobile and internet through social media, big data and 3D-printing to the internet of things and robotics (OECD 2015).

There has been great optimism about the potential of these digital economy trends in the global South, to increase efficiency, to increase income and wages, to expand employment opportunities (Hanna 2010; World Bank 2015).  Yet these digital economies will not only face traditional “information and communication technology for development (ICT4D)” challenges (e.g. human, technical and institutional infrastructure) but also generate new challenges of their own (Heeks 2014; World Bank 2016).  Unless developing countries are armed with effective knowledge about the emerging digital economies, they will be unable to harness them in service of development goals.

Knowledge Gaps
Knowledge gaps that need to be addressed include:
· Mapping: the rapid emergence of digital economies has left significant gaps in understanding of the phenomenon globally, but especially in the global South because the vast majority of mapping has been focused on the global North.
· Issues: while digital economies have triggered a set of research, very little of it has covered issues of key importance to developing countries.  There has thus been a very limited recognition or focus on development-specific issues; e.g. that informalised, deinstitutionalised, precarious digital livelihoods hold different meanings and values for entrepreneurs and workers in the global South for whom informalised, deinstitutionalised, precarious livelihoods are the norm (Nandi 2014; Heeks forthcoming).  There are opportunities for reduced inequalities: global convergence of digital labour tending to produce lower incomes in the global North but higher incomes in the global South (Beerepoot & Lambregts 2015); new and unique markets existing for developing country digital startups (Quinones et al 2015); the potential for digital platforms in the global South to provide an escape route from ineffective, corrupt market and labour institutions (Lehdonvirta 2016).  But there is also potential for increased inequality: adverse incorporation into digital economies due to liminality (lack of resources, capabilities, institutions, relations) (Murphy & Carmody 2015); specific volatility of developing country digital enterprises (Foster & Heeks 2010); marginalisation of developing country workers within reinstitutionalisations of digital labour currently driven from and for the global North (Martin 2016); etc.
· Policy/Practice: a main narrative has been the capture of digital economies by transnational capital that is best able to benefit from trends of virtualisation, datafication, etc, with guidance needed to enable parts of this terra nova to be reclaimed by development agencies, the state, businesses on the digital periphery, civil society and labour (Scholz 2013; Fisher & Fuchs 2015).  Alongside international and national policies to effectively harness digital economies for development, civil society and labour need guidance on strategies for the reinstitutionalisation of digital economies, developing country businesses need context-specific start-up strategies and business models, and social enterprises need examples of digital alternatives.
· Theory: digital economy theories in general remain a work in progress but there are particular development-related theory gaps (Castells & Himanen 2014).  Digital economy theories have almost entirely been produced with the global North in mind, and need further development if key DAC-country contexts are to be incorporated: development goals (transformation, inclusion, sustainability); institutions of development (formal and informal); marginality in digital networks; as well as intersection with key development theories.  DIODE’s theoretical focus will not be prescribed but we will encourage and develop work particularly on livelihoods/capabilities; business models and value chains; global production networks and cyber-geographies; institutionalism including political institutionalism and institutional logics.
· Methods: new research methods are needed to reflect and take advantage of digitality ranging from opportunities to interact online and analyse data trails to the methodological and ethical challenges of finding and analysing stakeholders who may be hidden within closed digital platforms (Rogers 2013).
· Capacity: very little DAC-country research capacity exists on this fast-emerging phenomenon, with main past focus having been broader policy issues or specific ICT4D applications.  This lack of capacity is hampering both understanding and guidance.

Network Aim and Objectives
In view of this, the DIODE Research Network, aims to identify and build capacity on a prioritised research agenda on digital economies and developing countries.  It has three objectives:
A) Research Priorities: to assess the current state-of-play and identify a future research agenda around four knowledge gaps:
A1. Mapping: categorising the main digital economy technologies, trends and models of relevance to developing countries in the medium-term.
A2. Issues: determining the key GCRF-relevant development issues arising from growth of digital economies; particularly innovation (product, process, system), growth (value, livelihoods, capabilities), and inequality (the new digital dynamics of economic and structural inequality).
A3. Policy/Practice: identifying the policy and practice requirements to maximise developmental value from digital economies.
A4. Theory/Methods: extending and intersecting current digital economy theory and development theory to enable analysis; determining appropriate research methods for analysis of digital economies in developing countries.
- As well as working papers and journal articles published during and after the funding period, this would culminate in a final Research Report (A5) and policy/practice Strategy Brief (A6).
B) Research Capacity: to create a research network capable of implementing this research agenda on digital economies and development.
C) Research Proposals: to develop specific research proposals that address identified research priorities.
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