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CHAPTER 10

Public Policies for Social Innovation
in Rural Areas

Nico Polman

10.1 INTRODUCTION

Social innovation is seen as a way to address different challenges facing
stakeholders such as local communities, local third sector agencies and
local and regional governments as they address the resolution of social
problems and needs, stimulating community wind turbines as a way to
deal with climate change and empower rural communities and promote
inclusive economic growth (Neumeier 2012; Reynolds et al. 2017; Milley
et al. 2018; van Wijk et al. 2018). Social innovation is acknowledged as
potential means for development in agriculture and forestry (see for
instance Détang-Dessendre et al. 2018; Slee et al. 2018), but also more
widely across the whole rural economy. For this chapter we will follow the
definition of social innovation as introduced in the Social Innovation in
Marginalised Rural Areas (SIMRA) project: “The reconfiguring of social
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practices, in response to societal challenges, which seeks to enhance out-
comes on societal well-being and necessarily includes the engagement of
civil society actors” (see Polman et al. 2017).

Public policies for social innovation can seek to stimulate the supply
and/or demand for innovations as well as creating an environment in
which they can develop. One of the public policy challenges is to identify
(potential) innovations to take to a pilot stage and to select those pilots
that are best able to improve on existing social practices. Then, selecting
those pilots to be scaled up (or out) to achieve systemic change (see
European Commission 2013). Investment in regional development can
improve the collective asset base from which multiple localities may ben-
efit (Bock 2016).

Social innovations in the European Union can take many forms in both
(marginalized) rural areas (see, e.g. SIMRA 2019) and urban areas (e.g.
WILCO 2019). In this chapter, in the public policy context, we will focus
on social innovations as potentially contributing to development in rural
areas (see also Bock 2016; Neumeier 2016). The European Commission
has been a “leading proponent of social innovation in the last ten years”
(Reynolds et al. 2017). It started in 2010 with the “Innovation Union
initiative” as one of the seven flagships of the Europe 2020 strategy for
smart, sustainable and inclusive growth. Later followed the “Social
Investment Package” (2013) to prioritize social investments in Member
States. Both programmes were meant to facilitate inducement, uptake and
scaling up of social innovations (see European Commission 2018) through
stimulating networking, organizing competitions for best social innova-
tion ideas, funding social innovations, to improve conditions for social
innovations, to gather evidence on impact, supportincubation and research.

In the current guidelines on “Evaluation of Innovation in Rural
Development Programmes” innovations can also be social (see European
Commission 2017). The EIP-AGRI may also support social innovations.
In 2013 the Commission recognized the role of social innovation to pro-
mote the competitiveness of the EU and its regions (European Commission
2013). In the same period the European Bureau of Policy Advisers (BEPA
2010) argued that social innovation represents an important (policy)
option to be enhanced at different levels (local, regional, national,
European) and across various sectors (public, private, civil). It was argued
that regional policy strategies including social innovation are only begin-
ning to emerge (BEPA 2014). As Slee et al. (2018) argue, the realization
of local social innovations depends on appropriate institutional architec-
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ture and policy support. Rural development programmes can play an
important role in removing barriers and enhancing emerging social inno-
vations (see Slee et al. 2018).

The aim of this chapter is to discuss the relevance of social innovation
in the context of rural and agricultural policies. We will not consider “pol-
icy as social innovation” (Reynolds et al. 2017) in which policies follow
the path of social innovation but recognize the need for policies to sup-
port social innovation. In Sect. 10.2, we will position social innovation in
the context of other innovations. In Sect. 10.3 we will introduce the con-
cepts of the adaptive cycle and socio-ecological systems as a lens to analyse
social innovations in rural areas that differ in the level of (relative) margin-
alization of socio-ecological systems (SESs; e.g. Nayak et al. 2014; Callo-
Concha et al. 2014). People in SES can be marginalized due to
environmental variables or ecosystem settings (Callo-Concha et al. 2014)
and a criterion for ecological marginalization is the status of degradation
(Nayak et al. 2014). Applications of the adaptive cycle have been discussed
in Meuwissen et al. (2018) for European Union’s CAP as a way of explor-
ing the system of farm support and regulatory framework for the farming
sector (e.g. environmental directives and the food traceability regulation).
The chapter will finish with an evaluation of the potential of social innova-
tions in rural areas as compared to other types of developments. The chap-
ter will end with a discussion /reflection.

10.2  SociaL INNOVATION IN THE CONTEXT
OF INNOVATION

The understanding of innovations in the context of EU rural development
has been rather broad (European Commission 2017). Rural development
policy is designed or aims to foster technological, institutional and social
innovation. Innovation is seen as an enabling factor for achieving the rural
development objectives and priorities, and to address rural challenges.
(European Commission 2017). In this Section, we address how social inno-
vation can be classified. OECD /Eurostat (2018) argue that sound measure-
ment of innovation and the use of innovation data can help policy makers to
assess the contribution of innovation to their goals and to monitor the effec-
tiveness and efficiency of their policies. OECD /Eurostat (2018) also aim at
a better understanding of the impact of innovation on the firm and the
market, but also the broader social context in which it operates.
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The European Commission/Eurostat collects data on different types of
business innovations in Europe. Data is collected by different regional,
national and international institutions at different spatial levels and for dif-
ferent purposes. The Oslo Manual (OECD/European Commission/
Eurostat 2005, 2018) essentially differentiates between two types of
innovations:

1. Product innovation: is a new or improved good or service that dif-
fers significantly from the firm’s previous goods or services and that
has been introduced on the market.

2. Business process innovation: is a new or improved business process
for one or more business functions that differs significantly from the
firm’s previous business processes and that has been brought into
use by the firm.

Although process and organizational innovations may also develop
social capital and, as such, support SI, product innovations are more likely
to be directed towards (short term) profit making, although that is not
always the case. It is thus not always possible to separate other types of
innovation completely from SI because many innovation types include SI
elements, whereas SI may also consist of something distinctly social uncon-
nected to product innovation or business processes innovation in the con-
ventional sense. For instance, business process innovations can be beneficial
for disadvantaged groups in rural areas without being a SI. Hence, SI
would be an additional category as compared to the two types distin-
guished in the Oslo Manual. Also, the approach of sustainability standard
setting has a broader scope than profit making (e.g. Schouten and
Glasbergen 2011).

The links between business innovation and SI remain unclear. The total
set of innovations can be narrowed down in order to show how SI is sepa-
rated from other types of innovations. For this purpose, we start from a
general definition of innovation as “An innovation is a new or improved
product or process (or combination thereof) that differs significantly from
the unit’s previous products or processes and that has been made available
to potential users (product) or brought into use by the unit (process)”
(OECD/European Commission/Eurostat 2018). This definition differs
from social innovation in the sense that it is not in response to societal
challenges or to enhance social well-being. In practice, an organization
can introduce more than one type of innovation over the period of data
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collection which makes it more complex to disentangle effect of single
innovations (OECD /European Commission/Eurostat 2018). Also, for
SI it is important to collect information on multiple innovations as the
response can refer either to different innovations or to a combination of
more innovation types such as SI and business innovation.

The basic idea is that innovations can occur in every sector of the rural
economy. The total set of innovations can be divided into public and pri-
vate innovations (Fig. 10.1). The classification categories reflect the differ-
ent fields of study: public innovations versus private innovations.
Innovation in the public sector is defined “as the process of generating
new ideas and implementing them within the public sector to create value
for society, covering new or improved processes (internal focus) and ser-
vices (external focus)” (see European Commission 2013). Examples are
smarter public procurement, creating digital platforms and citizen-centric
services. Different actors, including businesses, consumers, public sector
and civil society, can drive innovations. Civil society includes the organiza-
tions that act in the public’s interest but are not motivated by profit or
government. Subsets are user-innovations and social innovations. The ini-
tiative and drive for carrying out the many different categories of innova-
tion (social innovation, organizational innovation, process innovation,
product innovation and market innovation) are not possessed by single
actors but are actually the collective product of multiple actors. Obviously,
in the case of businesses, they are more than the others aiming for profit
(product-, organizational and market innovations), but civil society and
consumers can influence also these innovations by establishment of social
norms, among others (e.g. eco-labelling).

We do not assume that social innovations and business innovations are
always strictly separated because innovations can have more than one focal
objective (Pol and Ville 2009) like profit and quality of life. Statistics on SI
are lacking, not least because there is such disagreement on definitions. It

Innovations

// // | | \

Public sector Civil society Consumers Business sector

Social innovation; Product innovation; Business processinnovation

Fig. 10.1 Classification of innovations following sector of application. (Source:
Own presentation)
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will be argued that there is a need for collection of data on SI. This is also
important in SIMRA. The Oslo manual states (page 61) that the same
issues for measuring innovation outcomes in the government sector also
apply to the non-profit institutions serving households (NPISH) imple-
menting social innovation as defined “by their objectives to improve wel-
fare of individuals or communities”. NPISHs do not generate income or
profit for the units that control or finance them, and they are not part of
the government or business sector. Finally, it needs to be kept in mind that
social innovation is also often a starting point for creating the social
dynamics behind technological innovations (BEPA 2010). Social innova-
tions do not grow in a social vacuum (BEPA 2010) and it complements
traditional technological innovation methods (see BEPA 2014).

10.3 INNOVATION TO STRENGTHEN THE RESILIENCE
OF SOCIO-ECOLOGICAL SYSTEMS IN RURAL SETTINGS:
THE ApDAPTIVE CYCLE

Peripheral regions are often regarded as less innovative in comparison to
agglomerations because of their often lack of human capital and innova-
tion attitudes (Bock 2012). Many classifications of rurality of regions are
available according to the diversity of areas (Price et al. 2017). In prac-
tice there is a continuum from urban to rural where also urban and rural
areas overlap (Price et al. 2017) and where spatial data alone is insuffi-
cient to assess cause-effect relationships of landscape transitions, land-
scape structure and pattern (Van der Sluis et al. 2018). In this Section,
we will focus on the dynamics of rural development of (marginalized)
rural areas as it implies that the context for social innovation is continu-
ously changing.

More than a decade ago the concept of the adaptive cycle was intro-
duced in the literature (e.g. Holling 2001; Walker and Meyers 2004), and
its use is still primarily descriptive and abstract (see Allen et al. 2014). The
adaptive cycle concept is meant to capture the way systems persist and
innovate (sce Holling 2005). We will apply this concept to investigate
dynamics in rural areas in relation to emergence of social innovations. The
cycle was originally used to bring social and environmental sciences
together, by linking social change with the dynamics of complex ecosys-
tems in response to disturbance and change (Cote and Nightingale 2012).
Holling (2001) discusses three core properties of the adaptive cycle:
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1. An inherent potential, a wealth factor, which determines the actual
potential of the system, and refers to the accumulated ecological,
economic, social and cultural capital, and also potentially future
mutations and inventions (Holling and Gunderson 2002). Following
Daedlow et al. (2011) this potential of rural areas can for instance be
“thought of as the range of accumulated resources such as knowl-
edge, inventions, and skills that are available and accessible.”

2. An internal control system, determining the extent to which inter-
nal variables and processes are connected, determining the degree to
which a system can control its own destiny, which is opposite to
being overwhelmed by external drivers. Social connectedness, for
instance, may refer to skills, networks of human relationships and
mutual trust. In other words, connectedness “reflects the strength
of connections that mediate and regulate the influences between
inside processes and the outside world — essentially the degree of
internal control that a system exerts over external variability”
(Holling and Gunderson 2002: 50). If internal control is high, the
system is robust to external disturbances. In this respect, it is impor-
tant to evaluate the possible role of relationships of power influenc-
ing resilience (Rawluk and Curtis 2016).

3. An adaptive capacity, referring to the resilience of the system,
which is the actual opposite to vulnerability of the system. When
resilience is high, the rural system is wealthy, tightly regulated, and
has great ability, available resources and competencies to resist exter-
nal disturbances, and finally involved social networks can innovate,
and communicate, and persist beyond its adaptive and creative points.

Together these properties operate to shape the responses by, for
instance, ecosystems, agencies, and/or people to a crisis resulting in four
core SES stages or modes of learning and discovery (Holling 2005). These
four stages of growth (r), conservation (K), release () and reorganization
(o) proceed through the system of an adaptive cycle.

In accordance with the four stages, four possible policy leverage points
are thus identified in a rural community’s adaptive change cycle are high-
lighted (see Holling 2005). The system slowly moves in a so-called front
loop from growth (r) to conservation (K) when ecological and social-
economic properties increase and get integrated during progression. From
r to K there is thus a gradual accumulation of, for instance, wealth, skills
and techniques, strengthening the current system or trajectory of change
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(Biggs et al. 2010). In the K stage, connectedness is high (dependencies)
and the system’s potential is very high. There is efficiency in resource use,
specialization is increasing, and diversity is low. The systems connected-
ness increases until it eventually gets “over-connected in structural and
organizational terms, hence more rigid (less flexible)” (Méndez et al.
2012) and vulnerability to control increases. Human organizations can
accumulate rigidities to the point of crisis (e.g. environmental like a forest
fire or social such as depopulation) and then attempt to restructure
(Holling 2001). Méndez et al. (2012) link its fundamental properties to
command-and-control approaches in which, for example, decision making
is hierarchically, actor participation is narrowly and passively, power dis-
tance and individualism is promoted, and recurrent generation of struc-
tural entities. It meets a crisis or collapse, and in a so-called back loop,
from release (Q) to reorganization (), it may recover through rapid reor-
ganization; when new combinations encourage innovation and new
opportunities. It may also fail for most people, due to unpredictability,
uncertainty and vulnerable inherently in the “back loop.” As such, the
adaptive cycle operates in sequences through time; in the front loop it
aims for production and accumulation, whereas in the “back loop” it aims
for invention and re-assortment. Rural areas are in different states with
overlapping loops with varying degrees of connectivity.

Resilience of this system is explained by a third dimension and appears
highest in the move from release () to reorganization (o) (Holling
2001). Resilience in an ecosystem is high in the reorganization stage (o),
but low in the conservation (K) stage when it reaches/approaches crisis/
collapse. With the low resilience in the late K phase, even a small shock can
initiate a collapse or release disintegration of the system (low functionality
of the system, e.g. an ageing infrastructure and a stagnant rural popula-
tion). Still, at the reorganization stage (a), social connectedness is low and
internal regulation weak. In any time of change, the survivors will benefit
from potential gains, while some will lose, and as such, this is also a stage
of crisis to some, maybe many. Social resilience is thus weak in both drop-
ping phases, to some from a to r and to all from K to Q.

The adaptive cycle does not imply fixed, regular cycling. A system might
remain in one stage for a long time, and the sequence of stages is not fixed
(see Meuwissen et al. 2018). The adaptive and evolutionary nature of
multiple cycles is nested within each other and across space and time (see
Allen et al. 2014). Such a system state is called a panarchy, with the core
rationale to attempting to rationalize the interplay between change and
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persistence, between the predictable and the unpredictable. Systems can
move back from K to r, or forth and back from « to Q. Cycles occur at a
number of scales and SESs. The adaptive cycles are interacting across scales
(see Walker and Meyers 2004). This has effect on the dynamics of SESs
through defining different phases of SES development. A SES can be
growing or be in a process of reorganization. The number of levels in a
panarchy varies and will be dependent on the dominant scales present in a
system (see Allen et al. 2014). In a pine-dominated system, for example,
this could be needle, crown, patch and stand with an increasing temporal
and spatial scale. The concept of panarchy, representing a nested set of
adaptive cycles, is helpful in a number of ways (see Slight et al. 2016):

e [t provides a lens to view the reaction of (marginal) rural areas to
disturbances (such as hurricanes, forest fires or an economic crisis).

e [t describes the ability of a marginal rural area to adapt to distur-
bances, often improving upon its previous state.

e [t provides a framework for understanding the flexibility to change
and the capacity to change (as a function of its resources) in
rural areas.

Human systems like (marginal) rural areas differ from ecological sys-
tems at least in three ways (Holling 2001). First, human foresight and
intentionality refer to abilities for predictions and defining scenarios. The
human belief in a possible future thus impacts the adaptive cycle, some-
times adversely towards collapses. Second, the adaptive cycle is also
impacted by humans having the ability to communicate ideas and experi-
ence, and third, human technology has accelerated over the years, with
changing the rules and context for the adaptive cycle. The human compo-
nent is of central importance in the context of social innovation in margin-
alized rural areas. Human capital as important element of rural capital (see
Bosworth and Turner 2018) is often weaker in (marginalized) rural areas
as compared to other areas. The success of territorial systems depends also
on the “way individuals think and behave” (Capello et al. 2009).

So how does this link with rural areas? While the incremental innova-
tions in marginalized rural areas (Table 10.1) taking place in the front
loop fit the purposes of the natural as well as institutional setting, we may
reach a point in K with, for instance, problems due to emigration of young
people to metropolitan areas in search for jobs and a different life style.
The example is general; in practice (marginal) rural areas differ in oppor-
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Table 10.1 Combining socio-ecological systems (SES) and the adaptive cycle:
the case of (marginal) rural areas (MRA)

Adaptive cycle phases
Growth (r) Conservation Release ()  Reorganization
(K) (@)
Socio- Resource  The MRAis The MRA  The MRAis The MRA
ecological system providing system due to, for  resource system
system resources reaches its instance, is in critical
components itself, limits due to  leaving need for
providing human young recovery
opportunities activities people,
for climate
stakeholders change
Resource The extracted The The MRA  The extracted
unit units can be  extracted does not units are not
extracted units MRA  recover operational and
without are about to in critical need
problems reach limits for recovery
of recovery
Governance The Governance  The existing  New
system governance  as usual, still institutional governance
as usual is hanging on  system structures
based on to how it cannot deal  emerge that in
institutional ~ used to be  with the ways that can
practices new handle the
established dramatic dramatic
for long challenges  challenges
period that an
MRA faces
Actors No problem  Acting as Human Human acting
is observed  usual, still acting has is challenged
and human  hanging on  dramatic and common
acting can to how it impacts on  practices must
proceed as used to be  outcomes change, new
usual power and
poverty
relations
emerge

Source: Own presentation

Notes: In practice, MRA are diverse where socio-ecological systems and adaptive cycles differ
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tunities and endowments of resources resulting in a more context-specific
outcome (e.g. social innovation will depend on the type of area, the
socio-economic structures and the phase in which an areais in). Labrianidis
(2000) argues that the human factor is of key influence for the exploitation
of opportunities and confrontation of challenges in European country-
side. In the radical innovation phase in the back loop, new institutional
structures are established. For instance, new solutions may reveal: (1)
inhabitants from other parts of the country to fill gaps, (2) new attractive
opportunities to bring people back or (3) a system which does not see less
people in rural areas as a problem because technological innovations can
support jobs. Eventually, a drop from a to r, when resilience is low, will
bring about new winners and losers.

10.4  Sreciric CHALLENGES OBSERVED
IN MARGINALIZED RURAL AREAS AND OPPORTUNITIES
ASSOCIATED WITH SOCIAL INNOVATIONS AS COMPARED
TO OTHER TYPES OF DEVELOPMENTS

While in the previous section we provide an example of how the adaptive
cycle can be used to explain developments in rural areas, in this section the
analysis will focus on social innovation which depends on the type of area,
the socio-economic structures, the phase in which an area is in, and pos-
sible gamechangers like an economic crisis or new inhabitants in the region
The evolution of MRAs in Europe shows emergence of a mosaic of oppor-
tunities in some place and a decline in others. Frequent features of rural
areas are (Bock 2016) population decline and an ageing population, the
narrowing down and centralization of services putting remote areas at a
disadvantage, the consequences of globalization for networks, growing
mobility of capital and people, and ongoing urbanization. The socio-
economic context of rural areas is often characterized by a very limited
access to resources (physical, human and financial) (Esparcia 2014) and a
less diverse economy (Kratzer and Ammering 2019), although rural areas
are not a homogeneous group.

The use of the adaptive cycle and that social innovation is context
dependent. (Marginalized) rural areas differ throughout Europe. Social
development is context dependent in the sense that MRAs evolve in time.
The impact to disturbances will vary in time and will be different depend-
ing on the phase an MRA is in. In an exploitation phase the impact of
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disturbances will be limited, whereas in a conservation stage, areas will be
more vulnerable, as explained by the commons and MRA examples in the
previous section. However, Slight et al. (2016) translated the framework
to socio-economic structures. In an exploitation phase, businesses,
governance structures and social networks will be younger, the workforce
retains and the infrastructure is new. The impact of disturbances will be
limited compared to a conservation stage where businesses get older, the
workforce is becoming older, infrastructure is ageing and population is
stagnant. Different types of rigidities are present which need to be over-
come before social innovation can become active. In a release phase,
opportunities exist for rapid change in the system and novel recombina-
tion of components because human resources and material supplies are
“released” into the system (see Slight et al. 2016).

A cycle will not always result in successes to anybody because many
experiments and social innovations will fail. SI may have benefits for spe-
cific groups at the expense of others implying that the gains are not equally
distributed in society. It could be beneficial to stimulate those experi-
ments/innovations where the costs of failure are low. Innovations as
developed by clever humans anticipating the future are often local. Others
have identified ways to persist within existing structures in MRA, avoiding
changes, even when change is needed (see Holling 2005; Scheffer and
Westley 2007). Scheffer and Westley (2007) argue that “adult humans
apparently have a tendency to stick to a certain mode of behaviour even if
it is rationally a bad choice. This lock-in mechanism, caused by apparent
self-reinforcing adherence to a mode of behaviour, tends to promote iner-
tia, a lack of responsiveness to changes in the environment.” Such a lock-
in can be caused by different factors like economic (sunk-cost, see Peerlings
et al. 2014) and maintaining the status quo or in preventing loss of pres-
tige. Social innovation is path dependent (and contextual) and may well
need to overcome established behavioural patterns and particular distribu-
tions of power (see, e.g. Moulaert 2009).

10.5 REFLECTION ON FUTURE AND THE NEED
FOR PoLICY INITIATIVES

At the end of the second decade of the twenty-first century, rural policies
are on the cusp of change in Europe. Innovation has already been an
important element of rural development policies for a long time (BEPA
2014). Social innovations are important for the European Union as a way
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to develop (marginal) rural regions. Social objectives need to balance eco-
nomic and technical innovations (Détang-Dessendre et al. 2018).
Innovation is expected to contribute to achieving the goals of rural
development policies. Those policies include the European Innovation
Partnership to improve agricultural productivity and to achieve sustain-
ability. Stimulating networking activities like operational groups has been
part of rural policies (BEPA 2014) and “effective LEADER groups have
often been able to provide the nurture and support to kick-start and
empower local activities” (Slee 2019). Also Bosworth et al. (2016) argue
that the local scale and the bottom-up character of LEADER is important
for mobilizing people in social innovation processes. Social innovations
share many characteristics with other innovations and there is a need to
evaluate the way they contribute to rural development.

The direct and indirect impact on social practices is often difficult to
monitor. Neumeier (2016) argues that it will remain difficult to measure
outcomes and performance of social innovation in a predefined or stan-
dardized way because many factors are determined by a case-specific inter-
play factors and shaped by cases. This rural context and capacity of the
population is location specific, determined by regional natural and cultural
resources, political and socio-economic conditions at different levels.

The adaptive cycle and socio-ecological systems show that the room to
manoeuvre of a social innovation actor network (see Neumeier 2016) is
dependent on the stage a region or locality is in. In some stages, different
types of rigidities need to be overcome before social innovation is likely to
change the area for the better to deal with social challenges. In other
stages, opportunities exist for rapid reconfigurations of social practices and
possible novel recombinations. In those stages, enhancing societal well-
being can be easier and faster. These factors are open to European policies
to stimulate social innovations considering the phase in which a specific
rural area is in (context). The adaptive cycle and socio-ecological systems
are approaches that can help to evaluate the tools needed to stimulate
rural development via social innovation.
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