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A toolkit for the sustainable economic
development of places
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Welcome

As we look to the future of work, we need to look at the economics of place
post pandemic. Jobs, investment, happy home buyers are all economic
measures which can help create the resources to make social goals more
attainable. Places that market themselves most effectively stand to gain the
most.
To build sustainable communities around people we must use digital to its
best effect. In this toolkit we are delighted to share our hands on experience
in doing this at our digital growth living lab in Dun Laoghaire, Dublin, Ireland.
This tool kit is straightforward to implement and represents 5 years of work in
testing what works in building what we call 'Digital First Communities'. Our
approach uses digital growth plus new localism to empower communities
that wish to take ownership of their economic destiny.
We encourage you to think of your place like a business, one that can in time
provide sustainable jobs for your children within your locality. If this is your
goal, then our tool kit will help you take the first steps in the right direction.

Please get in touch to share your experience using
this toolkit.
Eoin Costello
DIGITAL CHAMPION FOR SMALL BUSINESS
DIGITALHQ clg
eoin@digitalhq.ie

Introduction
Thought leader Bruce Katz coined the phrase 'New Localism' to describe a problem-solving practice for communities
in the twenty-first century. He believes that the real power of regeneration lies locally where people live and work. Five
years ago, our urban town was struggling with a high number of vacant buildings, low morale amongst the local
businesses and little shared sense of better times ahead.
Clearly the built environment, the landlords and the local authority should be central to making things better, but they
move in time scales that were beyond those of a group of volunteers. Our initiative needed to focus on where our tiny
budget and part time team could have the most impact. So, we decided to put all our efforts into what we could
progress in the most rapid, cost effective way. We established @DigitalDunLaoghaire to mobilise our local small
independent businesses around digital growth using what we term the Digital Growth Mindset.
Then COVID 19 hit and a 'loyalty to local' trend emerged, a desire by people to buy and back local whenever possible.
We realised that the same tools we were using to enable small businesses to connect and attract customers in ways
they had not done before could equally be applied to our locality itself. Hence the 'Digital First Communities' initiative
was born to lead coordinated, collaborative campaigns to help increase footfall, attract new, innovation driven
businesses and create sustainable jobs in our town.
We believe that our Digital First Communities model can enable small businesses, and the places they support, to
thrive no matter what the future brings.

What's the collective noun for a cluster
of small businesses? A town!

Sustainable economic development comes from creating
synergy between local stakeholders – this is the goal of 'Digital
First Communities'
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Digital First Communities use digital growth to increase footfall
with a high capture rate, attract new, innovation driven
businesses and create sustainable jobs for places.
It is a solution orientated approach that keeps the attraction of
workers, home buyers, shoppers and visitors as its true north for
all its activities.

Do what you can with what you’ve got

To achieve the benefits of ‘Digital First Communities’, places need to 1

Digitally project their area as a vibrant and attractive
location in which innovation driven SMEs can recruit
talent and thrive.

2

Local traditional SMEs need to maximise the use of
digital to increase their reach and capture rate.

3

Networks need to be created to attract, connect
and retain digital talent and their businesses in the
locality.

4

Sufficient quality coworking space needs to be
available to support the above goals.

We believe that
within 10 years coworking facilities will
account for 50% of
main street space

The role of a Digital Growth Hub (ideally located in a vacant building with an
interesting back story/history) is to organise and lead this activity in order to
create the maximum synergy across the strands.
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3 Phase Process
1

Benchmark

2

Coordination & Collaboration

3

Execution

PHASE 1:
Benchmark
Our model is based on making the most of the resources that are already
there. Scan the horizon in your locality to look for:
Digital Presence
How is your place currently presented to workers,
home buyers, shoppers and visitors? Type your
locality into Google in Incognito Mode. What
comes up? List the websites and social media
accounts for your locality that address shoppers,
workers, residents/home buyers and visitors.
Existing capacity for Innovation Driven
Enterprises (IDEs). What coworking options are
there currently.

Future Capacity for IDEs
Are there vacant buildings that are state owned in
your locality.
Strategic plans
Does your Local Authority/Business Association
have a local area plan ideally sitting within a
county level plan.

Heritage/Points of Interest
What is the Wikipedia/TripAdvisor entry for your
locality.
Community
What business networks meet locally on a
regular basis.
Momentum
What major stakeholders have a presence in
the area.
Public transport
What public transport services your locality.

Interesting places to eat and drink
List the number of appealing options for people
to eat and drink in your locality.
Nice places to walk and think
Where might workers, visitors and home
owners recreate in your locality.

PHASE 2:
Collaboration
Once you have the benchmark component complete then
it is time to start putting together your plan of action
Appoint a high-profile honorary patron to help create
momentum.
Identify a target/destination for your work - focus on
projects that are discrete, tangible, time delimited
and highly visible.
Start assembling stakeholders around that destination.
Set up social media accounts for @Digital<location>
steering group and register domain name Love<location>.ie
Identify potential sources of local promotion grants (to
fund digital campaigns for local businesses). Here is an
example from Holland.

For
@DigitalDunLaoghaire
this target was a
series of meetups for
innovation driven
businesses

PHASE 2:
Coordination
Once you have a high level plan of action in place the next step is to start making it happen.

Assign a part time project manager.
Using the results of your benchmark phase create a value proposition for your locality that
appeals to your target audiences of Visitors, shoppers, residents (including potential home
buyers) and workers.
Hold your first steering group meeting (see the next slide for guidance on the composition of
your steering group) with the Honorary Patron present - create lots of social media outputs.
Arrange to meet at least quarterly.

Hold an official launch event for @Digital<Location> generating enthusiasm and an infographic
of progress made to date

More information on each of these steps can be found here
- https://www.digitaldunlaoghaire.ie/our-history

PHASE 2:
Setting up your Steering Group
It is essential to coordinate the resources and goodwill of local stakeholders through what can be
regarded as a digital town team. This is the purpose of the @Digital<Location> steering group.
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The mission informs the selection of stakeholders on your steering group

PHASE 3:
Execution - Activities that promote your place
We know from research that a substantial part of peoples' decision making processes is done
through online research.
In order to market your locality effectively to workers, home buyers, shoppers and visitors you
need to think like they do.
In considering options most people start with research on Google so that's where this phase
starts.

In business, the buying process
has permanently changed
Self-initiated and starts online. No geographic, platform or organization boundaries.

67%

of customer’s journey is
now done digitally*

57%

of purchase decision is complete before
a customer even calls a supplier*

Source: * Sirius Decisions, The Marketing Organization in 2017; Corporate Executive Board, The End of Solution Sales;
Forrester’s Lori Wizdo on Buyer Behavior

"If it isn't on Google,
it doesn't exist."
James Wales

Businesses use Google to deliver the maximum amount
of online traffic with a high capture rate
Sign
up!

1

2

IMPRESSIONS

CLICKS

Configuring your
website to appear
highest in the
maximum number of
relevant searches

Competing with other
search entries to gain
the most click throughs
from qualified leads

3

COMPLETED
ACTIONS
Ensuring when
someone clicks
through, they stay and
do what you need them
to do

Think of your place as a business that is
marketing itself on Google

1

2

FOOTFALL

ENGAGEMENT

Impressions becomes
footfall - Projecting
your locality on Google
to attract the maximum
number of visitors,
shoppers, home
buyers and workers

Clicks becomes
engagement - You
want footfall with a high
capture rate, not tire
kickers that are
passing through

3

COMPLETED
ACTIONS
Ensuring that when
someone comes as a
shopper, home buyer
or worker, the complete
the transaction in your
locality
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A worked example from
Dún Laoghaire Town

If you think of online and offline activities that went into
creating this set of search results like an iceberg, what
are the elements that need to happen for the critical
entries to appear in a Google search?

Perception
becomes reality
A

SHOPPERS – Use your locality's website as the platform for collaborative digital campaigns supporting local traditional
street front B2C businesses to increase footfall from visitors and residents with a focus on Dún Laoghaire's heritage and
the online offerings of local small businesses at key events in the calendar such as Valentine’s Day, Mother’s Day,
January Sales as well as sector specific promotions. - Promote the offerings of local small businesses, promote the
locality as a place to shop, encourage local businesses to go online, raise awareness of the range of businesses in the
town. More information can be seen here

B
WORKERS - Campaign promoting the locality as a destination for B2B businesses highlighting the network of supports
and coworking spaces available locally with a focus on attracting and networking office based innovation driven
enterprises - Promote the town as a location for innovation driven enterprises, promote available office space in the
locality, raise awareness of the range of B2B businesses in the town. More information can be seen here

C
D

WORKERS & HOME BUYERS - Running events in the locality to highlight the networks and resources present. This can
range from Tidy Towns to meetups for digital/tech people.
VISITORS - Ensuring the TripAdvisor entry for your place is accurate, rich and up to date. Highlight points of interest,
heritage. Category options on tripadvisor include walking tours, scenic areas, historic buildings.

E
Claim the Google knowledge panel for your place – see more here

The full digital growth toolkit
DigitalHQ sees three key components as fundamental to putting an
indigenous engine of growth at the heart of your community 1

2

3

Digital First
Communities

Digital Growth
Hubs

Digital Growth
Mindset

Enables groups of
stakeholders to
coalesce into an
effective group with the
goal of attracting jobs,
home buyers and
investment to their
locality through digital.

To enable hub
managers/team
members to achieve a
high level of
competence in the core
skills needed to impact
the digital growth
agenda within the
locality and its cluster.

To embed digital
capability and agility in
small businesses in a
locality.  
For more information,
please see
www.digitalhq.ie

Good Luck and whatever happens
keep going, you'll get there!

"We must make this
Europe's Digital Decade"
Ursula von der Leyen
PRESIDENT OF THE EUROPEAN COMMISSION

