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The rapid transformation of digital technologies in recent years has created
substantial capacities for enhancing the social and economic roles of rural
women. Utilizing these capacities not only contributes to improving household
livelihoods but also facilitates sustainable development in local communities.
The experiences of rural women indicate that digital literacy, as an influential
factor, has opened new avenues for individual empowerment and local economic
advancement. This study was qualitative-exploratory and was conducted using
a thematic analysis approach. The population consisted of rural women engaged
in agriculture, animal husbandry, handicrafts, and ecotourism across 10 selected
villages. A purposive sample of 50 participants was chosen. To ensure data
validity, the opinions of rural entrepreneurship experts and local specialists were
employed, while data reliability was confirmed through re-coding by three
independent experts. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews
and analyzed using open, axial, and selective coding. Findings revealed that
digital literacy had the greatest impact on the dimension of "market expansion
and income growth," with a share of 44.22 percent, ranking as the top priority.
This highlights the crucial role of access to new markets, attracting non-local
customers, and enhancing the economic capacities of rural women. Moreover,
the results showed that women with university education had higher shares in
the dimensions of "financial management and organization" (57.4 percent),
"learning and skill development" (56.7 percent), and "individual and social
empowerment" (59.5 percent). This underscores the role of higher education in
strengthening managerial abilities, developing new skills, and reinforcing social
capital. Based on the findings, developing sustainable digital infrastructure in
villages, organizing short-term training workshops in digital marketing, and
creating joint marketing platforms for handicrafts and local products are among
the key recommendations of this study. These measures can reduce costs,
strengthen customer trust, and pave the way for sustainable rural economic
development.
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The rapid transformation of digital technologies in recent years has created significant
opportunities for enhancing the social and economic roles of rural women. Utilizing these
capacities not only contributes to improving household livelihoods and expanding income-
generating opportunities but also facilitates progress toward sustainable development in local
communities. The experiences of rural women in applying digital literacy demonstrate that
access to modern communication tools and the ability to use them effectively have opened new
pathways for individual empowerment, increased social participation, expanded market access,
and strengthened local micro-economies. Given that rural women constitute one of the most
influential groups in local economic structures, improving their digital literacy can play a
decisive role in enhancing production, marketing, and the management of small rural
enterprises. The importance of examining the impacts of digital literacy lies in its potential to
reduce information gaps and enable more active participation of women in development
processes. Accordingly, this study aims to explore the lived experiences of rural women in the
Oghan region of Golestan Province and to analyze the implications of digital literacy for various
dimensions of empowerment and the local economy.

Method

This study employed a qualitative—exploratory design. The statistical population consisted
of rural women engaged in agriculture, livestock production, handicrafts, and ecotourism across
ten selected villages. A purposive sample of 50 participants was selected, and sampling
continued until theoretical saturation was achieved; no new themes emerged after interviews
46 to 50. Data were collected through semi-structured interviews developed based on a
conceptual framework of the impacts of digital literacy on women's empowerment. All
interviews were audio-recorded alongside field notes and subsequently transcribed for analysis.
Data validity was ensured through expert review by specialists in rural entrepreneurship and
local informants, while reliability was confirmed through independent re-coding by three
external experts. To enhance interpretive credibility, preliminary findings were shared with
several participants for feedback. Data analysis followed a thematic analysis approach,
involving open, axial, and overarching coding stages. Additionally, SPSS 27 was used to
organize descriptive findings and calculate the frequency and percentage distribution of axial
and overarching codes, enabling the ranking of themes across analytical dimensions.

Results

The results revealed four major themes with the highest priority—each exceeding 40%
frequency among participants: reducing intermediaries and increasing economic independence,
increasing household income and improving economic well-being, enhancing market access
through digital communication tools, and improving household welfare and quality of life.
Specifically, "reducing intermediaries and increasing economic independence" (54%) emerged
as the dominant theme in direct sales and intermediary elimination; "increasing household
income and economic well-being through online trade" (46%) was most prominent in market
expansion and income growth; "digitalization of financial management and reduction of
accounting errors" (32%) characterized the financial management dimension; "skill
development and innovation through digital learning" (36%) represented the learning and skills
enhancement dimension; "strengthening rural tourism through digital marketing" and
"expanding markets for specialty agricultural products" (each 24%) reflected diversification of
economic activities; "psychosocial empowerment and increased social capital" (30%) emerged
within the empowerment dimension; and "improving household welfare and quality of life
through digital income" (40%) represented the welfare dimension. Overall, digital literacy had
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the greatest impact on market expansion and income growth (44.22%), highlighting its
central role in accessing new markets, attracting non-local customers, and enhancing the
economic capacity of rural women. Women with higher education levels demonstrated greater
influence in financial management (57.4%), skill development (56.7%), and social
empowerment (59.5%), underscoring the role of education in strengthening managerial
abilities, developing new competencies, and enhancing social capital. Findings also indicated
that the impacts of digital literacy were not evenly distributed across activity sectors, with non-
agricultural domains showing stronger outcomes in several dimensions.

Conclusion

Based on the findings, the development of sustainable digital infrastructure in rural areas,
the implementation of short-term training workshops in digital marketing, and the
establishment of joint marketing platforms for handicrafts and local products constitute key
recommendations that can reduce marketing costs, strengthen customer trust, and facilitate
sustainable rural economic development. Enhancing rural women's access to high-speed
internet and smart devices can further promote their active participation in online markets and
increase the competitiveness of micro-enterprises. Continuous training programs in financial
management, product innovation, and communication skills can also contribute to
strengthening individual and professional capacities. Moreover, the creation of supportive
networks and shared sales platforms can expand market reach and ensure more stable economic
opportunities. Collectively, these measures can reinforce the role of rural women in the local
economy and pave the way for multidimensional and sustainable development in rural
communities.
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